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NEW HOMES

T
hey’re romantic,
comforting, dramatic
and stunning. Fire-
places have come a
long way from the

once ubiquitous black box
capped with a chunky oak man-
tel.

Today’s new homes are being
outfitted with designer stone,
marble and stucco fireplaces,
often wrapped with expansive
windows and built-in bookcas-
es or topped with TV niches
and handy display shelves.

“They can be works of art,”
says Gerhard Linse, an Ottawa
design and building consultant
who specializes in large, cus-
tom homes. “The possibilities
are virtually endless.”

From sleek stainless steel and
sculpted concrete to traditional
stone and polished granite, Mr.
Linse says fireplaces can be
faced with almost any material
to create a dramatic and invit-
ing focal point in any room in
the house.

“There’s a romanticism con-
nected to fireplaces,” says the
award-winning designer in a
bid to explain the increasing
popularity of fireplaces in new
homes. 

“We all want a room in the
house where we can enjoy that
ambiance.”

Bob Reid has been supplying
and installing fireplaces for Ot-
tawa builders, including Minto
Developments, Urbandale,
Richcraft, Claridge and
Monarch Homes, for the past 15
years. As the owner of Factory
Fireplaces off Merivale Road,
he has seen a dramatic change
in the way fireplaces are being
finished and says the invention
of direct-vent technology has
allowed homeowners to be
much more creative when cus-
tomizing their fireplaces.

As the name suggests, direct-
vent fireplaces are vented di-
rectly outside and don’t require
a chimney or interior air ex-
changer. They’re not only easi-
er to install, but can be placed
in almost any room and are
available in many styles.

Mr. Reid, who sells a variety
of factory-built fireplaces and
woodstoves, says stone is mak-

ing a strong comeback with
homeowners wanting to add
natural finishes to their fire-
place. Oak mantels remain pop-
ular, as well as ceramic tile and
marble for the hearth. 

Only about five per cent of
buyers choose wood-burning
fireplaces. With no messy ash
to clean or wood to lug in, nat-
ural gas remains the preferred
choice, says Mr. Reid.

Rosemary O’Shea, Ottawa
housing manager for Monarch
Homes, doesn’t even offer cus-
tomers wood-burning fire-
places because of the increased
labour involved in installing
them.

“High-efficiency gas is sim-
pler,” says Ms. O’Shea, who had
two gas fireplaces installed in
her new Kanata Lakes town-
home when it was being built
last fall. “We can put them in
any room. It’s flick-of-the-
switch comfort.”

With the boom in Ottawa’s
highrise condominium market,
electric fireplaces are becom-
ing hot sellers. Not only are
they easy to install — just plug
them in and bask in the warmth
— but they’re much more real-
istic looking than the

schmaltzy red glowing logs of
earlier models.

“One of the trends I’ve no-
ticed in the apartment condo
world is we’re going back to
electric fireplaces in lieu of gas
simply because of the distribu-
tion problems of getting gas to
every apartment suite,” says
Ron Desjardins, a veteran
housing analyst and vice-presi-
dent of Brethour Research
Group.

“Electric fireplaces are now
generating heat and are much
more cost effective” than their
gas-fuelled cousins, he says.

Carmen Fleguel, president 
of Holitzner Homes, admits 
the heat from gas fireplaces 
can be overpowering, especial-
ly in smaller rooms such as 
dining rooms and ensuite bath-
rooms.

She often recommends elec-
tric fireplaces for smaller
spaces because they offer a
more tempered heat. 

Esthetically, fireplaces have
become key design features in
living rooms, family rooms,
home offices and luxurious
master bedrooms.

See FIREPLACES on page I2

Fire factor

T he Bible recommends
building your house on
rock, rather than sand, but

there’s not one word in the good
book about constructing on Sty-
rofoam.

Nevertheless, that’s what
Kathleen Pickard and Arthur
Ham are doing. Their two-
storey, 2,600-square-foot cus-
tom home, weighing Lord
knows how many tonnes, will
rest on an engineered base of

expanded polystyrene —
known commonly by the trade
name Styrofoam, although in
this case it’s Plasti-Fab brand.

Won’t it rot? Won’t it chip
away? Won’t it compress?

“No,” says builder Michael
Martin, owner of Terridar
Builders Inc., who recommend-
ed the Legalett slab foundation
to the Pickard-Hams. The dense
polystyrene gets covered by a
thick pad of concrete, which

protects it from damage and
spreads the weight of the house
over a large area. “The compres-
sion is very, very minimal.”

Legalett was invented in Swe-
den 27 years ago. Nearly half of
all home construction there is
on Legalett foundations, includ-
ing some near the Arctic circle.

Legalett Canada began in 1994
and there are about 70 Legalett
foundations here now, including
the two that Mr. Martin built —
a home in Kanata and the Sam
Jakes Inn conference centre in
Merrickville. The Pickard-Ham
home is his third Legalett pro-
ject since becoming certified to
build them.

Married for 16 years with two

boys, 12-year-old Galen and 10-
year-old Garnet, Ms. Pickard
and Mr. Ham have slowly been
planning their dream home
through the experience of reno-
vating their 101-year-old house.
After buying property on the
Ottawa River in the former
West Carleton township, they
began turning that dream home
into reality during the past two
years with architect Linda
Chapman. 

See STYROFOAM 
on page I3

Powerful insulation: 
Jeff Pappone looks at the 

latest technology, I3.

Built on Styrofoam

It may be freezing outside, but inside 
home buyers’ burning love affair with fireplaces 
is adding drama to rooms, writes Karen Turner.

An Ottawa builder imports innovative
Swedish technology that slashes costs 

and energy bills, writes Kathryn Young.

Kathleen Pickard and Arthur Ham’s Ottawa River home will rest on
an innovative Legalett slab foundation made of Styrofoam.

T&C FIREPLACE

Left, Holitzner delivered full-blown drama with this two-sided
fireplace in its Chelsea model home near Carp. Below left,
Urbandale’s Mendocino model uses a triple-sided fireplace as a
room divider. Tuscan panels make the natural gas fireplace above,
by T&C Fireplace, as warm and cosy as an old-fashioned hearth.

METROPOLIS

JEAN LEVAC, THE OTTAWA CITIZEN
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An Ottawa insulation com-
pany hopes to blow away
the competition with its

expanding foam that promises
to change the way houses are
protected from the elements.

Designed to be sprayed on
during construction and elimi-
nate the labour-intensive
process of cutting and laying
Fiberglas, Icynene Insulation
has already gone into dozens of
homes in the region.

“When it first goes on, it looks
like paint, but when it makes
contact with the air, it expands
to 100 times its original size,”
says Sam Marrello, sales manag-
er for Comfort Insulation, which
sells Icynene in Ottawa.

“Builders are using it in the
ceilings of garages if there’s a
room above it because that’s a
cold area and spraying it under-
neath the joist space gives the
homeowner a warmer room.”

The current solution is to
pump hot air into the joist be-
tween the two, which has most
of the energy counteracting the
frigid air below.

The insulation, which looks
like angel food cake when cured,
creates an air and vapour barrier
that helps reduce energy costs
by between 30 and 50 per cent,
while its water-based formula
eliminates a number of possible
health risks associated with oth-
er products, Mr. Marrello said.

Comfort Insulation brought
the foam to Ottawa in October
after signing a deal to distribute
the product with Icynene Inc.,
the Mississauga-based company
that makes the foam wall fill.

Unlike some insulation on the
market, Icynene contains no
formaldehyde, chlorofluorocar-
bons, or synthetic blowing
agents, and there is no off-
gassing 24 hours after it is ap-
plied. Its moisture resistant cells
also prevent mould growth.

Icynene’s environmental
friendliness has made it the
choice for projects for health
sensitive individuals, including
the American Lung Associa-
tion’s demonstration Health
Houses and Rose Cherry’s
Home, named for the late wife
of hockey commentator Don
Cherry.

The Milton, Ont., Rose Cher-
ry’s Home will provide pediatric
hospice care and respite ser-
vices for Ontario families with
children suffering from life-
threatening illnesses.

Campanale construction man-
ager Arpad Szinegh praised the
Icynene offering because it gives
builders three features in one
product: insulation value,
vapour barrier, and air barrier.

The builder is testing the
product and will consider aban-
doning all other insulation
should the foam perform as ex-
pected. Maple Mountain, Minto,
Patterson, and Tamarack have
also put Icynene in their homes.

“The real advantage of the
foam is that it reaches every
nook and cranny because it ex-
pands into the space and air
seals the area,” Mr. Szinegh said.

“That’s the biggest problem
with the areas above garages:
You can never get a proper air
barrier and you end up heating
the outdoors.”

Although Icynene costs about
2.5 times more than Fiberglas,
construction savings in other ar-
eas balance the added front-end
expense, Mr. Marrello added.

“For example, by spraying
Icynene in the garage over-
hang, you eliminate the drop
ceiling and the lumber to build
it, the cold air return and the
duct run from the furnace to
the room above, and Tyvek,
which is used commonly used
as an air barrier.”

The less labour-intensive
process also requires only two
workers to get the insulation in-
to the walls, with one person op-
erating the machine and moni-
toring the flow of the compo-
nents while a second does the

spraying.
The two chemicals mix in a

specially built machine and are
applied in a predetermined
thickness, depending on the
depth of the space to be filled.

A pour foam version of the
product is also available, which
is designed for injection into the
wall cavities of older homes.

The foam’s R-value of 1.4 per
centimetre combined with its
air sealing qualities means that if
the right thickness is put into the
walls during construction,
Icynene alone will ensure a
warm home even in the depths
of winter, said Mr. Marrello.

“The whole principle behind
Icynene is that it seals, so once
you reach an R-40 value, you
don’t have to include additional
insulation.”

While the technology has
been around for roughly 20
years and has been featured on
the PBS renovation show This
Old House, the spray-on foam is
only now finding its way into the
Canadian market.

The Canadian invention first
found success in the United
States in states with less pre-
scriptive building codes.

“Our product is rated air barri-
er and insulation in one, so
when a building code asks for R-
32 in attics, we can put in half
that R-value and still outper-
form. But in Canada, we had to
put in R-32 even if was overkill,”
said Brian Pickard, Icynene sales
manager.

“So, we had easier access to
the U.S. market due to these is-
sues and we had to prove our-
selves there before coming back
to Canada.”

Visit www.icynene.com for
more information.

Insulation plus

JEFF PAPPONE
Consummate Consumer

Designed to be sprayed on during construction and eliminate the
labour-intensive process of cutting and laying Fiberglas, Icynene
Insulation has already gone into dozens of homes in the region.

Continued from page I1

When they received the ini-
tial building cost estimates
however, they gulped in disbe-
lief at the bottom line. Mr. Mar-
tin, who had submitted one of
the estimates, had ideas for re-
ducing the cost. Legalett was
one of them.

Building a slab foundation —
even an engineered slab that al-
so incorporates radiant-floor
heating, like Legalett — is
much cheaper than blasting a
basement through rock. And
that’s why the Pickard-Hams
went for it. They’re saving
$15,000 with the Legalett con-
struction over a regular base-
ment — $12,000 in the base-
ment construction and about
$3,000 for the oak staircase that
would have led to the lower
level.

The first stage in laying a
Legalett foundation is a thick
layer of compacted stone. Then
Mr. Martin and his building
team laid out the perimeter of
the house in pieces of dense
Plasti-Fab-brand polystyrene
set on edge.

“Essentially, it was like a puz-
zle — they did the outside edge
first,” explains Ms. Pickard.

Then they filled in the mid-
dle with 15-centimetre-thick
pieces of polystyrene laid flat,
forming the base of the house.
Over the polystyrene, they laid
a grid of welded wire mesh and
then began the laborious task
of laying down every pipe and
conduit for the entire house,
checking and rechecking that
everything was exactly right,
because there’s no second
chance with this kind of base.
After another layer of wire
mesh was laid over top and re-
inforcing rods around the
perimeter, the cement trucks
rolled in and covered every-
thing with a 20-centimetre lay-
er of concrete that will form
the main floor of the house. 

“If you forget it, it’s not going
in,” says Mr. Ham. “You can’t
make a mistake. Everybody’s
been scrutinizing this very
carefully because it is set in
stone.”

There were 10-centimetre-di-
ameter silver ducts to circulate
warm air in a closed-loop sys-
tem to heat the floor, hot water
pipes (with cold water pipes
running under the polystyrene
so the water doesn’t get heat-
ed), a cleanout for the septic
system, central vacuum pipes,
electrical conduits and
propane conduits. Around the
raised polystyrene edge were

triangular cuts fitted with re-
bar. The concrete filled in the
gaps, and will support the
weight of the exterior stone
facing and the windows and
doors.

“The plans are extremely de-
tailed,” says Mr. Martin.

Once the house is finished,
the polystyrene edging will
have two layers of cement-
based parging over it to protect
it from ultraviolet rays.

The furnace is a small box
about 61-centimetre square
that sits flush with the founda-
tion and contains a water/air
heat exchanger and fan to cir-
culate the warm air through the
ducts in the foundation. The
Pickard-Hams opted for the hot
water heating system, and will
have a boiler to produce hot
water, but electric heat is also a
choice with Legalett. The sec-
ond storey will also have radi-
ant-floor heat, with the ducts
strapped to the underside of
the floor.

People question the system
because there seems to be no
frost protection, but there is an
engineered heat loss, that is,
they purposely leave gaps be-
tween the sheets of polystyrene

to let a controlled amount of
heat leak out into the surround-
ing soil, preventing the soil un-
derneath the house from freez-
ing and heaving. The soil just
around the edge of the house
will not freeze either — the
snow will melt out about five
centimetres.

“It’s very, very precise in the
amount of heat loss,” says Mr.
Martin.

“We don’t want to heat the
city of Ottawa,” adds Mr. Ham.

Mr. Martin says the building
inspectors weren’t quite sure
what to make of this construc-
tion and even wanted to hold
up the concrete pour while
they satisfied themselves that
all was in order, but they
backed down. “This is a new
construction technique. They
were looking at it with dubious
eyes.”

While the Pickard-Hams
trust that their foundation is
solid, they get funny looks
when they explain its construc-
tion.

“Our house is built on Styro-
foam,” says Ms. Pickard. “It still
kind of freaks me out.”

For more technical details,
visit www.legalett.ca

Styrofoam: Building on slab
cheaper than blasting rock

BRIGITTE BOUVIER, THE OTTAWA CITIZEN

Arthur Ham trusts that his foundation is solid, but gets funny looks
when he explains it’s built from Styrofoam.

Abrick or stone wall built
in the interior of a home
is a very strong element

that will dominate the sur-
roundings. Think of the floor-
to-ceiling stone fireplaces that
are a magnificent rustic feature
synonymous with grand coun-
try homes. Exposed brick walls
were a back-to-basics decorat-
ing style in the ’70s that still
linger today, and in some in-
stances has been updated to
bare concrete. For all its innate
appeal, stone does translate as
heavy and cold if not used judi-
ciously alongside other, more
resonant materials. I receive
many letters from people who
are feeling overwhelmed by a
brick or stone feature in their
homes.

Whether it’s a full wall, or a
fireplace with what they term
ugly-coloured bricks, it sticks
out like a sore thumb, and they
need more than a Band-Aid so-
lution.

There are some excellent op-
tions, depending on your style
and budget. Decide first
whether it is the colour or the
shape that bothers you.

For flat brick, paint is the eas-
iest and most inexpensive
route. Yes, it will still look like
brick, but if it’s the same colour
and sheen as other walls, it will
blend seamlessly into the sur-
roundings. Before painting,
brush off any loose bits and
scrub off dirt and grease. When
the surface is properly pre-
pared, use a good quality wa-
ter-based paint and cover the
grout as well.

Stone does not lend itself to a
paint finish. If it is fairly flat,
you can create a completely
new look by covering the face
with drywall or plaster.

For a fireplace, build a sur-
round from plywood or fibre-
board. This takes the form of a
backless box, with two sides, a
top, and the front cut around
the fireplace opening. For
wood-burning fires, leave
about 20 centimetres of stone
around the opening as a safety
precaution. The new surround
can be decorated to suit any
style with the addition of stock
mouldings, tiles, smooth plas-
ter, a stucco finish, or paint.

In a modern setting, stone
fits into the overall scheme, as
it is part of a natural and serene
landscape. If the stone has been
laid in a ragged formation with
edges that jut out, this would
mar the effect of clean lines.
You can remedy this by knock-
ing off the protruding points
with a stone chisel and building
a surround as described above.

Keep the surround very sim-
ple, painted white or black. In a
Zen-inspired living room, I at-
tached Plexiglas squares with
bolts over a pale aqua surround
to continue the feeling of
smooth, watery surfaces in oth-
er parts of the room.

The living room pictured
here has a cathedral ceiling and
a wall of windows, along with a

towering brick wall. The cav-
ernous space required help to
make it a comfortable family
room. To bring the brick wall
into human scale, large sec-
tions of wood panels were built
to flank the fireplace. Wood ve-
neer panels were cut into 20-
centimetre widths and adhered
to the brick in a staggered pat-
tern, like laying a floor.

The panels were painted the
colour of mocha coffee, then
lightened with a butter-cream
glaze. A wood beam mantel
was also added over the fire-
place, and to further ground the
fireplace, the pale brick base
was painted deep red brown.

For a traditional setting, dress
up the fibreboard surround
with various mouldings and
trims. Look in your lumber
store for inspiration. Visit the
Internet, go through magazines
and newspaper home sections
to find the fireplace look that
you love.

Then, get rid of that offend-
ing stone façade with a few
new materials, paint and plas-
ter.

House to Home is written 
by Debbie Travis and

Barbara Dingle.

Wood warms up brick or stone

DEBBIE TRAVIS
House to Home

MANON BOYER, WHALLEY ABBEY MEDIA

Wood veneer panels adhered to a towering brick wall and a new
wood beam mantel over the fireplace, gives this cavernous living
room a more comfortable feel. 
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