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John O’Groats has been famous, and 
infamous, for many reasons throughout 
its history. Well-known as a starting 
or finishing point in the journey that 
encompasses the length of Britain, 
it received less favourable attention in 
recent years for architectural neglect. 
Now, after a dramatic “rebirth”, John 
O’Groats has risen like the proverbial 
phoenix to become a shining star, 
drawing visitors ever northward.

Natural Retreats and Heritage Great 
Britain joined forces to restore this 
famed location by creating an outstanding, 
multi-million pound development. They 
commissioned GLM architects to restore 
The Inn, a Victorian Baronial Hotel that 
had become almost derelict, and create 
additional luxury accommodation 
attached to and separate from the hotel.

The entire development was required  
to meet Natural Retreat’s demanding 
sustainability standards and, whilst the 
accommodation attached to the hotel 
needed to both complement yet hold  
its own against the historic building,  
the 23 individual lodges built alongside 
needed to be discreet, blending in with  
the landscape in order not to detract  
from the stunning views.

Neil McAllister, lead architect on the 
project, decided to take full advantage 
of the versatile qualities of timber in 
fulfilling the multi-faceted aims of the 
project. Neil came to Russwood as 
he considered us to have “a good 
reputation” in supplying “cost-effective, 
quality, locally sourced materials” to 
 “complement his clients’ aspirations 
in providing stylish yet eco-friendly 
accommodation.” 

He chose to use Scotlarch® cladding  
in a variety of forms for the development. 
The eco-lodges have been clad with the 
timber in its unfinished form in order 
to utilise the chameleon-like properties  
that are afforded by the weathering 
process. Paired with sedum roofs and 
large glazed screens that maximise the 
sweeping views, the luxury lodges now 
nestle unobtrusively into the landscape, 
weathering to a subtle silver-grey and 
blending in perfectly.

As the same qualities that made unfinished 
timber so perfect for the lodges precluded 
uncoated Scotlarch® from being used on 
the hotel, vacuum coated Scotlarch® was 
provided instead. With the original hotel 
fully restored, a series of extension 
blocks were built to add to the existing 

building and our vacuum coated cladding 
was used to provide definition. Having 
chosen a bright array of colours, each 
is presented on a differing profile and 
is unique to the individual block that it 
adorns. The resulting Scandinavian 
style definitely contrasts to the iconic 
hotel, adding vibrancy and colour to  
the landscape.

John O’Groats is now firmly back on the 
tourist map and is gaining fresh attention, 
this time for all the right reasons, as a 
destination worth travelling to.

Top: ScoTlarch® cladding weaThering  
on The exTerior of The luxury lodgeS.

aBoVe: The ViBranT colourS of The  
Vacuum coaTed ScoTlarch® STand  
ouT againST The Blue of The ocean.
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Birks Cinema first opened its doors to  
the paying public in 1939; a “new palace 
of entertainment” which took centre 
stage in Aberfeldy. The stunning Art 
Deco building boasted striking interior 
decorations, and was hailed as a new  
line for architectural design. Surprisingly, 
it took less than six months to construct, 
yet survived as a cinema for over four 
decades before morphing into an 
amusement hall in the early 1980s.  
After a decline in popularity the building 
closed its doors in 2004 and Birks  
began a slow fall into disrepair, no longer  
a reflection of its former glory.

Fortunately, the story of Birks had not 
reached its conclusion as, by 2006, three 
Aberfeldy residents had formed ‘Friends 
of the Birks Cinema’, a group which now 
numbers 450. Over a seven year period 
this visionary group have taken the 
restoration of Birks from conception to 
actualisation – via fundraising, grants, 
patronage and sheer determination.

Robin Baker, of Robin Baker Architects, 
was commissioned by the Friends to  
take the cinema into the 21st Century, 
both internally and externally, without 
compromising the 20th Century design. 

The highly stylised, restored exterior  
has been returned to a gleaming white, 
reminiscent of the ‘snowcrete’ that all 
modern cinema frontages were once 
covered in. The west elevation facing  
the square has been tactfully opened  
up by the installation of a pair of retro 
steel framed, double height windows  
that complement the Art Deco style  
of the cinema, alongside several  
smaller windows. These additions  
both offer a view to the café bar and  
allow natural light to flood into the  
open plan café / reception area with 
mezzanine level above. 

This spacious, well-lit area echoes 
the ageless colour scheme of the 
original cinema, with a palate of 
green, cream and yellow accents 
creating a bright, funky and modern 
interior. This multi-purpose space is 
unified by a light, natural colour of 
Russwood Prime oak floor, chosen  
not only for its high quality finish, 
but also for its inherent benefits of 
being a renewable material that is 
both durable and easy to maintain. 
The clean, chiefly knot-free lines of 
the Prime grade boards and the light, 
natural hues of the wood provide  
a perfect base for the fresh colours 
and allow the glass, steel and brushed 
aluminium detailing to really zing. 

The auditorium now houses the latest in 
state-of-the-art digital cinema equipment 
for showing everything from the latest  
3D releases to live broadcasts and events. 
Energy saving measures include manually 
controlled passive ventilation of the café  
bar using a roof vent and the installation of 
an innovative underfloor passive cooling 
system which replaces the need for air 
conditioning. Overall, the modifications 
have resulted in the building surpassing 
the requirements of the energy efficiency 
building regulations by 30%, no mean 
feat in such an old building!

Birks Cinema has now opened its doors 
to the paying public once again, and 
looks to be destined for a long and 
noteworthy future as a modern, and 
stunning, palace of entertainment.

a striking history of 
rebirth and renewal

taking the cinema  
into the 21st century

aBoVe: The BeauTifully reSTored 
BirkS cinema fronT graceS aBerfeldy 
Town Square.

Below: prime grade Solid oak floor 
ThroughouT The foyer and café area.
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Tog Studio sprang from a concern  
that the act of imagining and the act of 
creating have become disparate, and  
a genuine belief that to understand one 
furthers the ability to achieve the other.

This pioneering bunch of young architects 
and engineers have taken their concern 
and turned it on its head, creating a stir 
amongst the architectural community 
whilst simultaneously creating, to-date, 
two wooden structures – one temporary 
and one permanent. These projects 
have drawn together a collaboration  
of architects, engineers, students and 
volunteers in the creation of each, and 
been a tremendous success for the cause.

The latest project (and third structure) 
was built for Tiree Maritime Trust to 
deliver a permanent boathouse, and 
has involved Russwood in the guise 
of collaborators, sponsors, technical 

advisors and even volunteers! After 
much communication and an informative 
visit by Tog to see our cladding samples  
in situ, we sent one of our cladding 
advisors, Alaister, over to Tiree to assist 
with the installation of our Siberian 
Larch cladding on the building. He tells 
us, “Russwood has always had close 
links with architects and our involvement 
in this project was a way of showing 
support, but it also proved to be an 
incredibly useful and informative visit 
for me. The practical experience was 
a departure from the norm, but the 

knowledge gained will assist me greatly 
when advising clients. I am certain that 
the other participants will all have learnt 
from their (very hard-working) time on 
the site. To finish the build in a week was 
a major achievement and testament to 
many months of hard work from the 
entire Tog team.”

“ to finish the build 
in a week was a major 
achievement and 
testament to many 
months of hard work 
from the entire 
tog team”

aBoVe: The Tog Team (including our 
alaiSTer on The righT) STand proudly  
in fronT of The finiShed BoaThouSe.

Below: Tiree BoaThouSe accommodaTeS  
The firST reSidenT BoaT.

phoTography: neil Boyd
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The Ramp House in Portobello truly is a unique building. Conceived of necessity 
 (yet created with passion), with architects as clients (and clients as architects), 

vetoed by the community council (yet supported by the community), the entire design 
and build have been a paradox. The resulting success of the Ramp House however, 
has been indisputable.

accessible 
innovation

For Ian McMillan and Thea Chambers, 
moving house was inevitable. Led 
primarily by the needs of their youngest 
daughter Greta, who has cerebral palsy, 
they found themselves driven to create 
the perfect environment for them all to 
enjoy life. They needed a space with no 
barriers which would allow each of them 
to be free to move around their home, 
whether on wheels or on foot, with no 
distinction between ‘able’ and ‘less able’. 
Continuing the paradox, this open and 
accessible space also required to be 
connective but separately defined, with 
the ability to enable privacy on occasion.

Disenchanted with traditional design, 
and determined to remain in the 
community where their daughters Bee 
(11) and Greta (8) are both well-known 
and loved, the family endeavoured to build 
their ideal solution. With a plot of 215m2 
available to them, a sprawling one storey 
was not an option so, they laid out the 
space they needed, connected it with a 
ramp and piled it on top of itself! In reality 
things were not as simplistic; the family 
came together and collaborated on their 
needs, perceptions and desires. Building 
a model to actualise their conception, the 
ramp evolved from a connecting factor 
into part of the space, with every nook 
and cranny created in accommodating 
the slope being utilised imaginatively.

The care invested in the design of the 
interior was also applied to the exterior, 
and is evident in the plethora of natural 
materials utilised outdoors. As the 28m 
long timber ramp was so central to the 
design of the interior, extending it to  
the exterior of the house provided the  
perfect link between the indoor and 
outdoor spaces. Butting up against brick 
and stone, water, glass, grass and copper,  
a timber-decked ramp surrounds the rear 
of the building, linking various externally 
accessible areas whilst complementing 
the cedar shingles that clad the house. 

Ian and Thea chose Russwood for our, 
“excellent technical advice and high 
quality products”. They selected to have 
GripDeck® slip-resistant solution applied 
to their Scotlarch® Treated decking as, 

“it was important to use this for safety 

as we have ramped surfaces (these are 
quite steep at 1 in 8), and we didn’t want 
any ‘pond incidents’.” Pressure-treated 
Scotlarch® was chosen for its enhanced 
durability properties as, “we were keen 
to use timber as a car port surface. It gives 
a great flexibility of use – we can use it 
for the car, or a play area, a workspace, 
or for barbeques etc. Russwood decking 
is about 20% thicker than standard 
decking too, which is great for the 
load-bearing qualities we needed to 
support the fully loaded car – it weighs 
about two tonnes!”

The results of their collaboration have 
delighted them more than they thought 
possible and, with the birth of their new 
practice, chambersmcmillan, spring 
boarding from the Ramp House, the 
resulting avalanche of accolades must 
prove intensely gratifying. So far their 
design has gathered awards from the 
Edinburgh Architectural Association  
and the Scottish Design Awards, 
plus a commendation from the Royal 
Incorporation of Chartered Surveyors  
and a host of magazine articles. 
Confirmation, if any was needed,  
of the potential they have for success  
with their ethos of “architecture for all”.

lefT: ScoTlarch® decking, BoTh  
Slip-reSiSTanT and preSSure TreaTed, 
SurroundS The archiTecTS’ home.

David and Hazel Narro found their ideal 
hideaway a few miles away from the  
stone that marks the ‘heart of Scotland’
(the point in the Highlands furthest away 
from the sea in every direction). Originally 
an unassuming little croft house, known 
locally as ‘Shepherd’s Cottage’, they loved 
its location but found it too small for 
their family and decided to add to the 
accommodation by keeping the cottage 
intact, choosing to extend and renovate 
rather than demolish. 

Having grown up children now with 
children of their own, the basic requirement 
of the extension was to provide room to 
accommodate the entire family. As a 
structural engineer however, David had 
a wealth of experience to draw upon 
when it came to sketching out his design 
and the resulting build is testament 
to this, as it is a long way from basic! Now 
known as Easter Breakachy in deference 
to the site’s original name, their humble 
abode has been transformed into an 
environmentally efficient, contemporary 
and visually stunning home that takes 
full advantage of the amazing views. 

David commissioned Helen Lucas 
Architects, who worked with his own 
firm David Narro Associates, and 
employed Global Construction as the 
builders. The cottage was refurbished 
and extended extensively to the rear,  
with a primarily glazed, double height, 
open-plan kitchen / diner linking the 

original stone dwelling to the chiefly 
timber-clad, one-and-a-half storey 
timber-framed extension that houses 
the family’s living quarters. 

In order to adhere to the environmental 
agenda and maintain the integrity of 
the site, local materials were sourced 
wherever possible. The locally quarried 
stone, Russwood’s Scotlarch® timber 
cladding (now weathered to an attractive 
silvery grey) and slate used on the exterior 
ensured that, despite the modern design, 
the house now blends in perfectly with 
the surrounding highland palette and 
does not stand out as being extravagantly 
modern. The building is also cleverly 
fitted to the hillside (which remains 
unlevelled) to disguise the extra height 
at the rear. Details such as these have 
proven to be very effective in lessening 
the impact of other modern touches, 
such as the solar panels that adorn the 
roof of the extension.

Prolific use of timber is a key feature of  
the ecologically-biased design internally, 
with timber frame displayed prominently 
in the glazed link building and Russwood’s 
Character grade of solid oak floorboards 
underfoot throughout the home.  
With David’s policy of locally supplied 
products being critical to the building’s 
environmental objectives, Russwood 
happily furthered his green aims by 
providing in-house strength-graded 
Douglas Fir beams which were sourced 
(like our Scotlarch® cladding) within a 
100 mile radius. The visual warmth of  
the wood complements the physical 
warmth afforded by the hemp insulation, 
ground source heat pump and high 
spec. glazing, resulting in a warm,  
relaxing and naturally well-lit interior  
that is perfect for family get-togethers 
and private retreats alike.

With our existing professional relationship 
with David, we were very interested in 
his feedback regarding his personal 
experience with us, and we were delighted 
with what he had to say; “We used 
Russwood as suppliers of our flooring, 
cladding and expressed structural 
timbers as they were local to the project 
and because we knew that they would 
give a quality service and good advice, 
whilst supplying only appropriate 
materials. They are a friendly and very 
experienced team who gave us a service 
and supplied materials that could not 
have been bettered. They are rightly 
considered the leaders in their field.” 

The Royal Burgh of Peebles sits on the 
banks of the River Tweed in the Scottish 
Borders, surrounded by the rolling hills 
and forests of the Tweed Valley; a place 
steeped in history and liberally peppered 
with place names that evoke an air of 
mystery. For Marcus Russell and Sally 
Lakeman it was also the ideal location in 
which to build their dream forest home, 
Witch Wood.

Colin Campbell of Low Carbon Studio 
received a design brief filled with likes, 
dislikes and, most unusually, a request 
that their low energy, contemporary, 
innovative house would NOT stand out 
from its woodland setting! Their wish 
was for the house to extend seamlessly 
to the garden, and for the garden in turn 
to blend into the surrounding landscape. 
Colin provided the perfect solution; 
a green-oak framed, chiefly larch-clad 
dwelling that nestled up to an unusual 
tower style tree house, and certainly 
managed to tick all the boxes on their 
wish list.

The desired discretion was realised by 
combining a sympathetic blend of natural 
materials with a nod to traditional design. 
Timber and stone are used in the one 
and a half storeys and topped with 
dorma windows to successfully present 
a vernacular feel to the public face of the 
house. Added to this, the entire building 
was cleverly designed to slot into the 
existing woodland without the removal of 
any of the mature trees, giving the added 

reward of a year-round element of privacy 
offered to the glass-fronted stairs that 
connect the different sections. This privacy 
grows with the leaves in summer to shield 
the entire front, and adds to the impression 
that Witch Wood grew with the forest.

In order to preserve the site whilst 
accommodating the sloping topography, 
the tree house was placed on stilts, 
reducing the building’s footprint and 
increasing the perception of belonging 
with its surroundings. This sense of  
 ‘oneness’ is visibly enhanced with the 
liberal use of timber cladding, which has 
been left to weather naturally, uniting the 
buildings and the surrounding woodland. 
The Scotlarch® cladding is also used 
to mark a subtle definition between the 
connected buildings, by contrasting a 
horizontal placement on the main house 
with a vertical placement on the tower. 
Colin stated, “I chose Russwood’s 
Scotlarch® for the cladding not only 
for the natural durability and the local 
sourcing of the wood, but also the 
aesthetic of the timber – it looks good!”

The south facing and private side of the 
building presents a far more contemporary 
look. Here the north facing, fortress-style, 
vertical slot windows of the tree house 
are replaced with large open windows 
to maximise both views and solar gain, 
whilst the roof pitch of the main house 
travels down the first storey to contribute 
a cosy feel to the outdoor space. The tree 
house is skirted by a first floor balcony 
and a generous terrace on the (above the) 
ground floor that matches the width of the 
recessed tower to meet the main building. 
This extends the living space outdoors, 
and also provides a buffer for the sound 
of the ground source heat pump, just one 
of many green building practices that have 
helped Witch Wood meet its low carbon 
targets, and become the embodiment 
of Marcus and Sally’s dreams.

enchanted with wood

“ i chose russwood’s 
scotlarch® for the 
cladding not only for 
the natural durability 
and the local sourcing 
of the wood, but also 
the aesthetic of the 
timber – it looks good!”
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of The Tree houSe.
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preSenTS a TradiTional fronT To The 
puBlic face of wiTch wood.

“ (russwood) are rightly 
considered the leaders 
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Below: The SilVery ToneS of The weaThered ScoTlarch®  
Blend BeauTifully wiTh The locally quarried STone.

aBoVe: expoSed douglaS fir BeamS make a 
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the care invested in the 
design of the interior 
was also applied to 
the exterior, and is 
evident in the plethora 
of natural materials 
utilised outdoors

Top righT: a quieT corner for reading  
can Be opened To The STreeT To Become  
a SociaBle area for coffee.
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The Ramp House in Portobello truly is a unique building. Conceived of necessity 
 (yet created with passion), with architects as clients (and clients as architects), 

vetoed by the community council (yet supported by the community), the entire design 
and build have been a paradox. The resulting success of the Ramp House however, 
has been indisputable.

accessible 
innovation

For Ian McMillan and Thea Chambers, 
moving house was inevitable. Led 
primarily by the needs of their youngest 
daughter Greta, who has cerebral palsy, 
they found themselves driven to create 
the perfect environment for them all to 
enjoy life. They needed a space with no 
barriers which would allow each of them 
to be free to move around their home, 
whether on wheels or on foot, with no 
distinction between ‘able’ and ‘less able’. 
Continuing the paradox, this open and 
accessible space also required to be 
connective but separately defined, with 
the ability to enable privacy on occasion.

Disenchanted with traditional design, 
and determined to remain in the 
community where their daughters Bee 
(11) and Greta (8) are both well-known 
and loved, the family endeavoured to build 
their ideal solution. With a plot of 215m2 
available to them, a sprawling one storey 
was not an option so, they laid out the 
space they needed, connected it with a 
ramp and piled it on top of itself! In reality 
things were not as simplistic; the family 
came together and collaborated on their 
needs, perceptions and desires. Building 
a model to actualise their conception, the 
ramp evolved from a connecting factor 
into part of the space, with every nook 
and cranny created in accommodating 
the slope being utilised imaginatively.

The care invested in the design of the 
interior was also applied to the exterior, 
and is evident in the plethora of natural 
materials utilised outdoors. As the 28m 
long timber ramp was so central to the 
design of the interior, extending it to  
the exterior of the house provided the  
perfect link between the indoor and 
outdoor spaces. Butting up against brick 
and stone, water, glass, grass and copper,  
a timber-decked ramp surrounds the rear 
of the building, linking various externally 
accessible areas whilst complementing 
the cedar shingles that clad the house. 

Ian and Thea chose Russwood for our, 
“excellent technical advice and high 
quality products”. They selected to have 
GripDeck® slip-resistant solution applied 
to their Scotlarch® Treated decking as, 

“it was important to use this for safety 

as we have ramped surfaces (these are 
quite steep at 1 in 8), and we didn’t want 
any ‘pond incidents’.” Pressure-treated 
Scotlarch® was chosen for its enhanced 
durability properties as, “we were keen 
to use timber as a car port surface. It gives 
a great flexibility of use – we can use it 
for the car, or a play area, a workspace, 
or for barbeques etc. Russwood decking 
is about 20% thicker than standard 
decking too, which is great for the 
load-bearing qualities we needed to 
support the fully loaded car – it weighs 
about two tonnes!”

The results of their collaboration have 
delighted them more than they thought 
possible and, with the birth of their new 
practice, chambersmcmillan, spring 
boarding from the Ramp House, the 
resulting avalanche of accolades must 
prove intensely gratifying. So far their 
design has gathered awards from the 
Edinburgh Architectural Association  
and the Scottish Design Awards, 
plus a commendation from the Royal 
Incorporation of Chartered Surveyors  
and a host of magazine articles. 
Confirmation, if any was needed,  
of the potential they have for success  
with their ethos of “architecture for all”.

lefT: ScoTlarch® decking, BoTh  
Slip-reSiSTanT and preSSure TreaTed, 
SurroundS The archiTecTS’ home.

David and Hazel Narro found their ideal 
hideaway a few miles away from the  
stone that marks the ‘heart of Scotland’
(the point in the Highlands furthest away 
from the sea in every direction). Originally 
an unassuming little croft house, known 
locally as ‘Shepherd’s Cottage’, they loved 
its location but found it too small for 
their family and decided to add to the 
accommodation by keeping the cottage 
intact, choosing to extend and renovate 
rather than demolish. 

Having grown up children now with 
children of their own, the basic requirement 
of the extension was to provide room to 
accommodate the entire family. As a 
structural engineer however, David had 
a wealth of experience to draw upon 
when it came to sketching out his design 
and the resulting build is testament 
to this, as it is a long way from basic! Now 
known as Easter Breakachy in deference 
to the site’s original name, their humble 
abode has been transformed into an 
environmentally efficient, contemporary 
and visually stunning home that takes 
full advantage of the amazing views. 

David commissioned Helen Lucas 
Architects, who worked with his own 
firm David Narro Associates, and 
employed Global Construction as the 
builders. The cottage was refurbished 
and extended extensively to the rear,  
with a primarily glazed, double height, 
open-plan kitchen / diner linking the 

original stone dwelling to the chiefly 
timber-clad, one-and-a-half storey 
timber-framed extension that houses 
the family’s living quarters. 

In order to adhere to the environmental 
agenda and maintain the integrity of 
the site, local materials were sourced 
wherever possible. The locally quarried 
stone, Russwood’s Scotlarch® timber 
cladding (now weathered to an attractive 
silvery grey) and slate used on the exterior 
ensured that, despite the modern design, 
the house now blends in perfectly with 
the surrounding highland palette and 
does not stand out as being extravagantly 
modern. The building is also cleverly 
fitted to the hillside (which remains 
unlevelled) to disguise the extra height 
at the rear. Details such as these have 
proven to be very effective in lessening 
the impact of other modern touches, 
such as the solar panels that adorn the 
roof of the extension.

Prolific use of timber is a key feature of  
the ecologically-biased design internally, 
with timber frame displayed prominently 
in the glazed link building and Russwood’s 
Character grade of solid oak floorboards 
underfoot throughout the home.  
With David’s policy of locally supplied 
products being critical to the building’s 
environmental objectives, Russwood 
happily furthered his green aims by 
providing in-house strength-graded 
Douglas Fir beams which were sourced 
(like our Scotlarch® cladding) within a 
100 mile radius. The visual warmth of  
the wood complements the physical 
warmth afforded by the hemp insulation, 
ground source heat pump and high 
spec. glazing, resulting in a warm,  
relaxing and naturally well-lit interior  
that is perfect for family get-togethers 
and private retreats alike.

With our existing professional relationship 
with David, we were very interested in 
his feedback regarding his personal 
experience with us, and we were delighted 
with what he had to say; “We used 
Russwood as suppliers of our flooring, 
cladding and expressed structural 
timbers as they were local to the project 
and because we knew that they would 
give a quality service and good advice, 
whilst supplying only appropriate 
materials. They are a friendly and very 
experienced team who gave us a service 
and supplied materials that could not 
have been bettered. They are rightly 
considered the leaders in their field.” 

The Royal Burgh of Peebles sits on the 
banks of the River Tweed in the Scottish 
Borders, surrounded by the rolling hills 
and forests of the Tweed Valley; a place 
steeped in history and liberally peppered 
with place names that evoke an air of 
mystery. For Marcus Russell and Sally 
Lakeman it was also the ideal location in 
which to build their dream forest home, 
Witch Wood.

Colin Campbell of Low Carbon Studio 
received a design brief filled with likes, 
dislikes and, most unusually, a request 
that their low energy, contemporary, 
innovative house would NOT stand out 
from its woodland setting! Their wish 
was for the house to extend seamlessly 
to the garden, and for the garden in turn 
to blend into the surrounding landscape. 
Colin provided the perfect solution; 
a green-oak framed, chiefly larch-clad 
dwelling that nestled up to an unusual 
tower style tree house, and certainly 
managed to tick all the boxes on their 
wish list.

The desired discretion was realised by 
combining a sympathetic blend of natural 
materials with a nod to traditional design. 
Timber and stone are used in the one 
and a half storeys and topped with 
dorma windows to successfully present 
a vernacular feel to the public face of the 
house. Added to this, the entire building 
was cleverly designed to slot into the 
existing woodland without the removal of 
any of the mature trees, giving the added 

reward of a year-round element of privacy 
offered to the glass-fronted stairs that 
connect the different sections. This privacy 
grows with the leaves in summer to shield 
the entire front, and adds to the impression 
that Witch Wood grew with the forest.

In order to preserve the site whilst 
accommodating the sloping topography, 
the tree house was placed on stilts, 
reducing the building’s footprint and 
increasing the perception of belonging 
with its surroundings. This sense of  
 ‘oneness’ is visibly enhanced with the 
liberal use of timber cladding, which has 
been left to weather naturally, uniting the 
buildings and the surrounding woodland. 
The Scotlarch® cladding is also used 
to mark a subtle definition between the 
connected buildings, by contrasting a 
horizontal placement on the main house 
with a vertical placement on the tower. 
Colin stated, “I chose Russwood’s 
Scotlarch® for the cladding not only 
for the natural durability and the local 
sourcing of the wood, but also the 
aesthetic of the timber – it looks good!”

The south facing and private side of the 
building presents a far more contemporary 
look. Here the north facing, fortress-style, 
vertical slot windows of the tree house 
are replaced with large open windows 
to maximise both views and solar gain, 
whilst the roof pitch of the main house 
travels down the first storey to contribute 
a cosy feel to the outdoor space. The tree 
house is skirted by a first floor balcony 
and a generous terrace on the (above the) 
ground floor that matches the width of the 
recessed tower to meet the main building. 
This extends the living space outdoors, 
and also provides a buffer for the sound 
of the ground source heat pump, just one 
of many green building practices that have 
helped Witch Wood meet its low carbon 
targets, and become the embodiment 
of Marcus and Sally’s dreams.

enchanted with wood

“ i chose russwood’s 
scotlarch® for the 
cladding not only for 
the natural durability 
and the local sourcing 
of the wood, but also 
the aesthetic of the 
timber – it looks good!”

highland retreat
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of The Tree houSe.
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puBlic face of wiTch wood.

“ (russwood) are rightly 
considered the leaders 
in their field”Top: eaSTer Breakachy SiTS Snug wiThin The Scenery aT duSk.
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the care invested in the 
design of the interior 
was also applied to 
the exterior, and is 
evident in the plethora 
of natural materials 
utilised outdoors

Top righT: a quieT corner for reading  
can Be opened To The STreeT To Become  
a SociaBle area for coffee.
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The Ramp House in Portobello truly is a unique building. Conceived of necessity 
 (yet created with passion), with architects as clients (and clients as architects), 

vetoed by the community council (yet supported by the community), the entire design 
and build have been a paradox. The resulting success of the Ramp House however, 
has been indisputable.

accessible 
innovation

For Ian McMillan and Thea Chambers, 
moving house was inevitable. Led 
primarily by the needs of their youngest 
daughter Greta, who has cerebral palsy, 
they found themselves driven to create 
the perfect environment for them all to 
enjoy life. They needed a space with no 
barriers which would allow each of them 
to be free to move around their home, 
whether on wheels or on foot, with no 
distinction between ‘able’ and ‘less able’. 
Continuing the paradox, this open and 
accessible space also required to be 
connective but separately defined, with 
the ability to enable privacy on occasion.

Disenchanted with traditional design, 
and determined to remain in the 
community where their daughters Bee 
(11) and Greta (8) are both well-known 
and loved, the family endeavoured to build 
their ideal solution. With a plot of 215m2 
available to them, a sprawling one storey 
was not an option so, they laid out the 
space they needed, connected it with a 
ramp and piled it on top of itself! In reality 
things were not as simplistic; the family 
came together and collaborated on their 
needs, perceptions and desires. Building 
a model to actualise their conception, the 
ramp evolved from a connecting factor 
into part of the space, with every nook 
and cranny created in accommodating 
the slope being utilised imaginatively.

The care invested in the design of the 
interior was also applied to the exterior, 
and is evident in the plethora of natural 
materials utilised outdoors. As the 28m 
long timber ramp was so central to the 
design of the interior, extending it to  
the exterior of the house provided the  
perfect link between the indoor and 
outdoor spaces. Butting up against brick 
and stone, water, glass, grass and copper,  
a timber-decked ramp surrounds the rear 
of the building, linking various externally 
accessible areas whilst complementing 
the cedar shingles that clad the house. 

Ian and Thea chose Russwood for our, 
“excellent technical advice and high 
quality products”. They selected to have 
GripDeck® slip-resistant solution applied 
to their Scotlarch® Treated decking as, 

“it was important to use this for safety 

as we have ramped surfaces (these are 
quite steep at 1 in 8), and we didn’t want 
any ‘pond incidents’.” Pressure-treated 
Scotlarch® was chosen for its enhanced 
durability properties as, “we were keen 
to use timber as a car port surface. It gives 
a great flexibility of use – we can use it 
for the car, or a play area, a workspace, 
or for barbeques etc. Russwood decking 
is about 20% thicker than standard 
decking too, which is great for the 
load-bearing qualities we needed to 
support the fully loaded car – it weighs 
about two tonnes!”

The results of their collaboration have 
delighted them more than they thought 
possible and, with the birth of their new 
practice, chambersmcmillan, spring 
boarding from the Ramp House, the 
resulting avalanche of accolades must 
prove intensely gratifying. So far their 
design has gathered awards from the 
Edinburgh Architectural Association  
and the Scottish Design Awards, 
plus a commendation from the Royal 
Incorporation of Chartered Surveyors  
and a host of magazine articles. 
Confirmation, if any was needed,  
of the potential they have for success  
with their ethos of “architecture for all”.

lefT: ScoTlarch® decking, BoTh  
Slip-reSiSTanT and preSSure TreaTed, 
SurroundS The archiTecTS’ home.

David and Hazel Narro found their ideal 
hideaway a few miles away from the  
stone that marks the ‘heart of Scotland’
(the point in the Highlands furthest away 
from the sea in every direction). Originally 
an unassuming little croft house, known 
locally as ‘Shepherd’s Cottage’, they loved 
its location but found it too small for 
their family and decided to add to the 
accommodation by keeping the cottage 
intact, choosing to extend and renovate 
rather than demolish. 

Having grown up children now with 
children of their own, the basic requirement 
of the extension was to provide room to 
accommodate the entire family. As a 
structural engineer however, David had 
a wealth of experience to draw upon 
when it came to sketching out his design 
and the resulting build is testament 
to this, as it is a long way from basic! Now 
known as Easter Breakachy in deference 
to the site’s original name, their humble 
abode has been transformed into an 
environmentally efficient, contemporary 
and visually stunning home that takes 
full advantage of the amazing views. 

David commissioned Helen Lucas 
Architects, who worked with his own 
firm David Narro Associates, and 
employed Global Construction as the 
builders. The cottage was refurbished 
and extended extensively to the rear,  
with a primarily glazed, double height, 
open-plan kitchen / diner linking the 

original stone dwelling to the chiefly 
timber-clad, one-and-a-half storey 
timber-framed extension that houses 
the family’s living quarters. 

In order to adhere to the environmental 
agenda and maintain the integrity of 
the site, local materials were sourced 
wherever possible. The locally quarried 
stone, Russwood’s Scotlarch® timber 
cladding (now weathered to an attractive 
silvery grey) and slate used on the exterior 
ensured that, despite the modern design, 
the house now blends in perfectly with 
the surrounding highland palette and 
does not stand out as being extravagantly 
modern. The building is also cleverly 
fitted to the hillside (which remains 
unlevelled) to disguise the extra height 
at the rear. Details such as these have 
proven to be very effective in lessening 
the impact of other modern touches, 
such as the solar panels that adorn the 
roof of the extension.

Prolific use of timber is a key feature of  
the ecologically-biased design internally, 
with timber frame displayed prominently 
in the glazed link building and Russwood’s 
Character grade of solid oak floorboards 
underfoot throughout the home.  
With David’s policy of locally supplied 
products being critical to the building’s 
environmental objectives, Russwood 
happily furthered his green aims by 
providing in-house strength-graded 
Douglas Fir beams which were sourced 
(like our Scotlarch® cladding) within a 
100 mile radius. The visual warmth of  
the wood complements the physical 
warmth afforded by the hemp insulation, 
ground source heat pump and high 
spec. glazing, resulting in a warm,  
relaxing and naturally well-lit interior  
that is perfect for family get-togethers 
and private retreats alike.

With our existing professional relationship 
with David, we were very interested in 
his feedback regarding his personal 
experience with us, and we were delighted 
with what he had to say; “We used 
Russwood as suppliers of our flooring, 
cladding and expressed structural 
timbers as they were local to the project 
and because we knew that they would 
give a quality service and good advice, 
whilst supplying only appropriate 
materials. They are a friendly and very 
experienced team who gave us a service 
and supplied materials that could not 
have been bettered. They are rightly 
considered the leaders in their field.” 

The Royal Burgh of Peebles sits on the 
banks of the River Tweed in the Scottish 
Borders, surrounded by the rolling hills 
and forests of the Tweed Valley; a place 
steeped in history and liberally peppered 
with place names that evoke an air of 
mystery. For Marcus Russell and Sally 
Lakeman it was also the ideal location in 
which to build their dream forest home, 
Witch Wood.

Colin Campbell of Low Carbon Studio 
received a design brief filled with likes, 
dislikes and, most unusually, a request 
that their low energy, contemporary, 
innovative house would NOT stand out 
from its woodland setting! Their wish 
was for the house to extend seamlessly 
to the garden, and for the garden in turn 
to blend into the surrounding landscape. 
Colin provided the perfect solution; 
a green-oak framed, chiefly larch-clad 
dwelling that nestled up to an unusual 
tower style tree house, and certainly 
managed to tick all the boxes on their 
wish list.

The desired discretion was realised by 
combining a sympathetic blend of natural 
materials with a nod to traditional design. 
Timber and stone are used in the one 
and a half storeys and topped with 
dorma windows to successfully present 
a vernacular feel to the public face of the 
house. Added to this, the entire building 
was cleverly designed to slot into the 
existing woodland without the removal of 
any of the mature trees, giving the added 

reward of a year-round element of privacy 
offered to the glass-fronted stairs that 
connect the different sections. This privacy 
grows with the leaves in summer to shield 
the entire front, and adds to the impression 
that Witch Wood grew with the forest.

In order to preserve the site whilst 
accommodating the sloping topography, 
the tree house was placed on stilts, 
reducing the building’s footprint and 
increasing the perception of belonging 
with its surroundings. This sense of  
 ‘oneness’ is visibly enhanced with the 
liberal use of timber cladding, which has 
been left to weather naturally, uniting the 
buildings and the surrounding woodland. 
The Scotlarch® cladding is also used 
to mark a subtle definition between the 
connected buildings, by contrasting a 
horizontal placement on the main house 
with a vertical placement on the tower. 
Colin stated, “I chose Russwood’s 
Scotlarch® for the cladding not only 
for the natural durability and the local 
sourcing of the wood, but also the 
aesthetic of the timber – it looks good!”

The south facing and private side of the 
building presents a far more contemporary 
look. Here the north facing, fortress-style, 
vertical slot windows of the tree house 
are replaced with large open windows 
to maximise both views and solar gain, 
whilst the roof pitch of the main house 
travels down the first storey to contribute 
a cosy feel to the outdoor space. The tree 
house is skirted by a first floor balcony 
and a generous terrace on the (above the) 
ground floor that matches the width of the 
recessed tower to meet the main building. 
This extends the living space outdoors, 
and also provides a buffer for the sound 
of the ground source heat pump, just one 
of many green building practices that have 
helped Witch Wood meet its low carbon 
targets, and become the embodiment 
of Marcus and Sally’s dreams.

enchanted with wood

“ i chose russwood’s 
scotlarch® for the 
cladding not only for 
the natural durability 
and the local sourcing 
of the wood, but also 
the aesthetic of the 
timber – it looks good!”

highland retreat

aBoVe: VerTical ScoTlarch® cladding 
accenTuaTeS The Tower-like appearance  
of The Tree houSe.

lefT: horizonTal ScoTlarch® cladding 
preSenTS a TradiTional fronT To The 
puBlic face of wiTch wood.

“ (russwood) are rightly 
considered the leaders 
in their field”Top: eaSTer Breakachy SiTS Snug wiThin The Scenery aT duSk.

Below: The SilVery ToneS of The weaThered ScoTlarch®  
Blend BeauTifully wiTh The locally quarried STone.

aBoVe: expoSed douglaS fir BeamS make a 
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oak, characTer grade floorBoardS.
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the care invested in the 
design of the interior 
was also applied to 
the exterior, and is 
evident in the plethora 
of natural materials 
utilised outdoors

Top righT: a quieT corner for reading  
can Be opened To The STreeT To Become  
a SociaBle area for coffee.

lefT and aBoVe: The ramp  
aT The ramp houSe, porToBello. 
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The Ramp House in Portobello truly is a unique building. Conceived of necessity 
 (yet created with passion), with architects as clients (and clients as architects), 

vetoed by the community council (yet supported by the community), the entire design 
and build have been a paradox. The resulting success of the Ramp House however, 
has been indisputable.

accessible 
innovation

For Ian McMillan and Thea Chambers, 
moving house was inevitable. Led 
primarily by the needs of their youngest 
daughter Greta, who has cerebral palsy, 
they found themselves driven to create 
the perfect environment for them all to 
enjoy life. They needed a space with no 
barriers which would allow each of them 
to be free to move around their home, 
whether on wheels or on foot, with no 
distinction between ‘able’ and ‘less able’. 
Continuing the paradox, this open and 
accessible space also required to be 
connective but separately defined, with 
the ability to enable privacy on occasion.

Disenchanted with traditional design, 
and determined to remain in the 
community where their daughters Bee 
(11) and Greta (8) are both well-known 
and loved, the family endeavoured to build 
their ideal solution. With a plot of 215m2 
available to them, a sprawling one storey 
was not an option so, they laid out the 
space they needed, connected it with a 
ramp and piled it on top of itself! In reality 
things were not as simplistic; the family 
came together and collaborated on their 
needs, perceptions and desires. Building 
a model to actualise their conception, the 
ramp evolved from a connecting factor 
into part of the space, with every nook 
and cranny created in accommodating 
the slope being utilised imaginatively.

The care invested in the design of the 
interior was also applied to the exterior, 
and is evident in the plethora of natural 
materials utilised outdoors. As the 28m 
long timber ramp was so central to the 
design of the interior, extending it to  
the exterior of the house provided the  
perfect link between the indoor and 
outdoor spaces. Butting up against brick 
and stone, water, glass, grass and copper,  
a timber-decked ramp surrounds the rear 
of the building, linking various externally 
accessible areas whilst complementing 
the cedar shingles that clad the house. 

Ian and Thea chose Russwood for our, 
“excellent technical advice and high 
quality products”. They selected to have 
GripDeck® slip-resistant solution applied 
to their Scotlarch® Treated decking as, 

“it was important to use this for safety 

as we have ramped surfaces (these are 
quite steep at 1 in 8), and we didn’t want 
any ‘pond incidents’.” Pressure-treated 
Scotlarch® was chosen for its enhanced 
durability properties as, “we were keen 
to use timber as a car port surface. It gives 
a great flexibility of use – we can use it 
for the car, or a play area, a workspace, 
or for barbeques etc. Russwood decking 
is about 20% thicker than standard 
decking too, which is great for the 
load-bearing qualities we needed to 
support the fully loaded car – it weighs 
about two tonnes!”

The results of their collaboration have 
delighted them more than they thought 
possible and, with the birth of their new 
practice, chambersmcmillan, spring 
boarding from the Ramp House, the 
resulting avalanche of accolades must 
prove intensely gratifying. So far their 
design has gathered awards from the 
Edinburgh Architectural Association  
and the Scottish Design Awards, 
plus a commendation from the Royal 
Incorporation of Chartered Surveyors  
and a host of magazine articles. 
Confirmation, if any was needed,  
of the potential they have for success  
with their ethos of “architecture for all”.

lefT: ScoTlarch® decking, BoTh  
Slip-reSiSTanT and preSSure TreaTed, 
SurroundS The archiTecTS’ home.

David and Hazel Narro found their ideal 
hideaway a few miles away from the  
stone that marks the ‘heart of Scotland’
(the point in the Highlands furthest away 
from the sea in every direction). Originally 
an unassuming little croft house, known 
locally as ‘Shepherd’s Cottage’, they loved 
its location but found it too small for 
their family and decided to add to the 
accommodation by keeping the cottage 
intact, choosing to extend and renovate 
rather than demolish. 

Having grown up children now with 
children of their own, the basic requirement 
of the extension was to provide room to 
accommodate the entire family. As a 
structural engineer however, David had 
a wealth of experience to draw upon 
when it came to sketching out his design 
and the resulting build is testament 
to this, as it is a long way from basic! Now 
known as Easter Breakachy in deference 
to the site’s original name, their humble 
abode has been transformed into an 
environmentally efficient, contemporary 
and visually stunning home that takes 
full advantage of the amazing views. 

David commissioned Helen Lucas 
Architects, who worked with his own 
firm David Narro Associates, and 
employed Global Construction as the 
builders. The cottage was refurbished 
and extended extensively to the rear,  
with a primarily glazed, double height, 
open-plan kitchen / diner linking the 

original stone dwelling to the chiefly 
timber-clad, one-and-a-half storey 
timber-framed extension that houses 
the family’s living quarters. 

In order to adhere to the environmental 
agenda and maintain the integrity of 
the site, local materials were sourced 
wherever possible. The locally quarried 
stone, Russwood’s Scotlarch® timber 
cladding (now weathered to an attractive 
silvery grey) and slate used on the exterior 
ensured that, despite the modern design, 
the house now blends in perfectly with 
the surrounding highland palette and 
does not stand out as being extravagantly 
modern. The building is also cleverly 
fitted to the hillside (which remains 
unlevelled) to disguise the extra height 
at the rear. Details such as these have 
proven to be very effective in lessening 
the impact of other modern touches, 
such as the solar panels that adorn the 
roof of the extension.

Prolific use of timber is a key feature of  
the ecologically-biased design internally, 
with timber frame displayed prominently 
in the glazed link building and Russwood’s 
Character grade of solid oak floorboards 
underfoot throughout the home.  
With David’s policy of locally supplied 
products being critical to the building’s 
environmental objectives, Russwood 
happily furthered his green aims by 
providing in-house strength-graded 
Douglas Fir beams which were sourced 
(like our Scotlarch® cladding) within a 
100 mile radius. The visual warmth of  
the wood complements the physical 
warmth afforded by the hemp insulation, 
ground source heat pump and high 
spec. glazing, resulting in a warm,  
relaxing and naturally well-lit interior  
that is perfect for family get-togethers 
and private retreats alike.

With our existing professional relationship 
with David, we were very interested in 
his feedback regarding his personal 
experience with us, and we were delighted 
with what he had to say; “We used 
Russwood as suppliers of our flooring, 
cladding and expressed structural 
timbers as they were local to the project 
and because we knew that they would 
give a quality service and good advice, 
whilst supplying only appropriate 
materials. They are a friendly and very 
experienced team who gave us a service 
and supplied materials that could not 
have been bettered. They are rightly 
considered the leaders in their field.” 

The Royal Burgh of Peebles sits on the 
banks of the River Tweed in the Scottish 
Borders, surrounded by the rolling hills 
and forests of the Tweed Valley; a place 
steeped in history and liberally peppered 
with place names that evoke an air of 
mystery. For Marcus Russell and Sally 
Lakeman it was also the ideal location in 
which to build their dream forest home, 
Witch Wood.

Colin Campbell of Low Carbon Studio 
received a design brief filled with likes, 
dislikes and, most unusually, a request 
that their low energy, contemporary, 
innovative house would NOT stand out 
from its woodland setting! Their wish 
was for the house to extend seamlessly 
to the garden, and for the garden in turn 
to blend into the surrounding landscape. 
Colin provided the perfect solution; 
a green-oak framed, chiefly larch-clad 
dwelling that nestled up to an unusual 
tower style tree house, and certainly 
managed to tick all the boxes on their 
wish list.

The desired discretion was realised by 
combining a sympathetic blend of natural 
materials with a nod to traditional design. 
Timber and stone are used in the one 
and a half storeys and topped with 
dorma windows to successfully present 
a vernacular feel to the public face of the 
house. Added to this, the entire building 
was cleverly designed to slot into the 
existing woodland without the removal of 
any of the mature trees, giving the added 

reward of a year-round element of privacy 
offered to the glass-fronted stairs that 
connect the different sections. This privacy 
grows with the leaves in summer to shield 
the entire front, and adds to the impression 
that Witch Wood grew with the forest.

In order to preserve the site whilst 
accommodating the sloping topography, 
the tree house was placed on stilts, 
reducing the building’s footprint and 
increasing the perception of belonging 
with its surroundings. This sense of  
 ‘oneness’ is visibly enhanced with the 
liberal use of timber cladding, which has 
been left to weather naturally, uniting the 
buildings and the surrounding woodland. 
The Scotlarch® cladding is also used 
to mark a subtle definition between the 
connected buildings, by contrasting a 
horizontal placement on the main house 
with a vertical placement on the tower. 
Colin stated, “I chose Russwood’s 
Scotlarch® for the cladding not only 
for the natural durability and the local 
sourcing of the wood, but also the 
aesthetic of the timber – it looks good!”

The south facing and private side of the 
building presents a far more contemporary 
look. Here the north facing, fortress-style, 
vertical slot windows of the tree house 
are replaced with large open windows 
to maximise both views and solar gain, 
whilst the roof pitch of the main house 
travels down the first storey to contribute 
a cosy feel to the outdoor space. The tree 
house is skirted by a first floor balcony 
and a generous terrace on the (above the) 
ground floor that matches the width of the 
recessed tower to meet the main building. 
This extends the living space outdoors, 
and also provides a buffer for the sound 
of the ground source heat pump, just one 
of many green building practices that have 
helped Witch Wood meet its low carbon 
targets, and become the embodiment 
of Marcus and Sally’s dreams.

enchanted with wood

“ i chose russwood’s 
scotlarch® for the 
cladding not only for 
the natural durability 
and the local sourcing 
of the wood, but also 
the aesthetic of the 
timber – it looks good!”
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accenTuaTeS The Tower-like appearance  
of The Tree houSe.

lefT: horizonTal ScoTlarch® cladding 
preSenTS a TradiTional fronT To The 
puBlic face of wiTch wood.
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accessible 
innovation
chambersmcmillan architects’ 
barrier free design produces  
award winning home

northern  
exposure
The rebirth of  
John O’Groats

HIGHLAND RETREAT
Traditional meets contemporary in a beautiful  
re-working of an old shepherd’s cottage

united we thrive

John O’Groats has been famous, and 
infamous, for many reasons throughout 
its history. Well-known as a starting 
or finishing point in the journey that 
encompasses the length of Britain, 
it received less favourable attention in 
recent years for architectural neglect. 
Now, after a dramatic “rebirth”, John 
O’Groats has risen like the proverbial 
phoenix to become a shining star, 
drawing visitors ever northward.

Natural Retreats and Heritage Great 
Britain joined forces to restore this 
famed location by creating an outstanding, 
multi-million pound development. They 
commissioned GLM architects to restore 
The Inn, a Victorian Baronial Hotel that 
had become almost derelict, and create 
additional luxury accommodation 
attached to and separate from the hotel.

The entire development was required  
to meet Natural Retreat’s demanding 
sustainability standards and, whilst the 
accommodation attached to the hotel 
needed to both complement yet hold  
its own against the historic building,  
the 23 individual lodges built alongside 
needed to be discreet, blending in with  
the landscape in order not to detract  
from the stunning views.

Neil McAllister, lead architect on the 
project, decided to take full advantage 
of the versatile qualities of timber in 
fulfilling the multi-faceted aims of the 
project. Neil came to Russwood as 
he considered us to have “a good 
reputation” in supplying “cost-effective, 
quality, locally sourced materials” to 
 “complement his clients’ aspirations 
in providing stylish yet eco-friendly 
accommodation.” 

He chose to use Scotlarch® cladding  
in a variety of forms for the development. 
The eco-lodges have been clad with the 
timber in its unfinished form in order 
to utilise the chameleon-like properties  
that are afforded by the weathering 
process. Paired with sedum roofs and 
large glazed screens that maximise the 
sweeping views, the luxury lodges now 
nestle unobtrusively into the landscape, 
weathering to a subtle silver-grey and 
blending in perfectly.

As the same qualities that made unfinished 
timber so perfect for the lodges precluded 
uncoated Scotlarch® from being used on 
the hotel, vacuum coated Scotlarch® was 
provided instead. With the original hotel 
fully restored, a series of extension 
blocks were built to add to the existing 

building and our vacuum coated cladding 
was used to provide definition. Having 
chosen a bright array of colours, each 
is presented on a differing profile and 
is unique to the individual block that it 
adorns. The resulting Scandinavian 
style definitely contrasts to the iconic 
hotel, adding vibrancy and colour to  
the landscape.

John O’Groats is now firmly back on the 
tourist map and is gaining fresh attention, 
this time for all the right reasons, as a 
destination worth travelling to.

Top: ScoTlarch® cladding weaThering  
on The exTerior of The luxury lodgeS.

aBoVe: The ViBranT colourS of The  
Vacuum coaTed ScoTlarch® STand  
ouT againST The Blue of The ocean.

northern exposure

paired with sedum 
roofs and large glazed 
screens that maximise 
the sweeping views, 
the luxury lodges now 
nestle unobtrusively 
into the landscape

Birks Cinema first opened its doors to  
the paying public in 1939; a “new palace 
of entertainment” which took centre 
stage in Aberfeldy. The stunning Art 
Deco building boasted striking interior 
decorations, and was hailed as a new  
line for architectural design. Surprisingly, 
it took less than six months to construct, 
yet survived as a cinema for over four 
decades before morphing into an 
amusement hall in the early 1980s.  
After a decline in popularity the building 
closed its doors in 2004 and Birks  
began a slow fall into disrepair, no longer  
a reflection of its former glory.

Fortunately, the story of Birks had not 
reached its conclusion as, by 2006, three 
Aberfeldy residents had formed ‘Friends 
of the Birks Cinema’, a group which now 
numbers 450. Over a seven year period 
this visionary group have taken the 
restoration of Birks from conception to 
actualisation – via fundraising, grants, 
patronage and sheer determination.

Robin Baker, of Robin Baker Architects, 
was commissioned by the Friends to  
take the cinema into the 21st Century, 
both internally and externally, without 
compromising the 20th Century design. 

The highly stylised, restored exterior  
has been returned to a gleaming white, 
reminiscent of the ‘snowcrete’ that all 
modern cinema frontages were once 
covered in. The west elevation facing  
the square has been tactfully opened  
up by the installation of a pair of retro 
steel framed, double height windows  
that complement the Art Deco style  
of the cinema, alongside several  
smaller windows. These additions  
both offer a view to the café bar and  
allow natural light to flood into the  
open plan café / reception area with 
mezzanine level above. 

This spacious, well-lit area echoes 
the ageless colour scheme of the 
original cinema, with a palate of 
green, cream and yellow accents 
creating a bright, funky and modern 
interior. This multi-purpose space is 
unified by a light, natural colour of 
Russwood Prime oak floor, chosen  
not only for its high quality finish, 
but also for its inherent benefits of 
being a renewable material that is 
both durable and easy to maintain. 
The clean, chiefly knot-free lines of 
the Prime grade boards and the light, 
natural hues of the wood provide  
a perfect base for the fresh colours 
and allow the glass, steel and brushed 
aluminium detailing to really zing. 

The auditorium now houses the latest in 
state-of-the-art digital cinema equipment 
for showing everything from the latest  
3D releases to live broadcasts and events. 
Energy saving measures include manually 
controlled passive ventilation of the café  
bar using a roof vent and the installation of 
an innovative underfloor passive cooling 
system which replaces the need for air 
conditioning. Overall, the modifications 
have resulted in the building surpassing 
the requirements of the energy efficiency 
building regulations by 30%, no mean 
feat in such an old building!

Birks Cinema has now opened its doors 
to the paying public once again, and 
looks to be destined for a long and 
noteworthy future as a modern, and 
stunning, palace of entertainment.

a striking history of 
rebirth and renewal

taking the cinema  
into the 21st century

aBoVe: The BeauTifully reSTored 
BirkS cinema fronT graceS aBerfeldy 
Town Square.

Below: prime grade Solid oak floor 
ThroughouT The foyer and café area.
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Tog Studio sprang from a concern  
that the act of imagining and the act of 
creating have become disparate, and  
a genuine belief that to understand one 
furthers the ability to achieve the other.

This pioneering bunch of young architects 
and engineers have taken their concern 
and turned it on its head, creating a stir 
amongst the architectural community 
whilst simultaneously creating, to-date, 
two wooden structures – one temporary 
and one permanent. These projects 
have drawn together a collaboration  
of architects, engineers, students and 
volunteers in the creation of each, and 
been a tremendous success for the cause.

The latest project (and third structure) 
was built for Tiree Maritime Trust to 
deliver a permanent boathouse, and 
has involved Russwood in the guise 
of collaborators, sponsors, technical 

advisors and even volunteers! After 
much communication and an informative 
visit by Tog to see our cladding samples  
in situ, we sent one of our cladding 
advisors, Alaister, over to Tiree to assist 
with the installation of our Siberian 
Larch cladding on the building. He tells 
us, “Russwood has always had close 
links with architects and our involvement 
in this project was a way of showing 
support, but it also proved to be an 
incredibly useful and informative visit 
for me. The practical experience was 
a departure from the norm, but the 

knowledge gained will assist me greatly 
when advising clients. I am certain that 
the other participants will all have learnt 
from their (very hard-working) time on 
the site. To finish the build in a week was 
a major achievement and testament to 
many months of hard work from the 
entire Tog team.”

“ to finish the build 
in a week was a major 
achievement and 
testament to many 
months of hard work 
from the entire 
tog team”

aBoVe: The Tog Team (including our 
alaiSTer on The righT) STand proudly  
in fronT of The finiShed BoaThouSe.

Below: Tiree BoaThouSe accommodaTeS  
The firST reSidenT BoaT.

phoTography: neil Boyd
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