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NNETTE ALLEN BOUGHT THE SITE FOR HER

Berrima home, Luberon, almost immediately after
seeing it, and when she first showed it to local
architect Martin O’Toole he was equally
floored. Sitting at the top of a hill, a few
kilometres north of Berrima, it has jawdropping views north and south. “A
dramatic site like that is exciting even
before you put pen to paper. You’re just
looking at it going, wow! What
possibilities,” Martin says.
But Martin and Annette played a bit of a trick.
Today, when you drive up the gravel driveway to the two-yearold home, you can’t quite see the views – but you know they’re
there. It prompts a terrific sense of anticipation.
“We didn’t want the house to play its cards early,” Martin
explains. “You come from the outside into a courtyard which is
quite dominating, and quite sheltered. Because it’s on top of a hill,
we wanted to create a sense of enclosure and protection.
“You walk through the front door and get a glimpse – your eye
looks down and you go, ‘What is that? I know I’m on top of a hill,
I know there’s something out there.’ As you walk down through the
building it reveals itself more and opens up. Then you hit that
sunroom and look out to the terrace.” Hey presto, all is revealed,
THE

NORTH-FACING SANDSTONE TERRACE IS THE PERFECT SPOT FOR

LONG WEEKEND LUNCHES.
ADJOINING

THE MAGNIFICENT VIEWS RUN FROM
COOLAROO ALPACA STUD TO MOUNT JELLORE.

THE
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with views from the adjoining Coolaroo Alpaca Stud out to High
Range and as far as Mt Jellore.
Martin says he wanted the house to “look like it belongs
there. It sits comfortably on the hill. It’s not perched; it’s not cut
in. It cascades down in a gentle way.
“With this house, the view is so spectacular, the house in
some ways is quite understated so it frames the view. And while
it has a French style and feel to it, it doesn’t dominate. It’s not
like a French lolly in the countryside.”
The inspiration behind Annette’s home comes partly from
her ancestry. Her mother’s father was French, and she has always
loved all things French, including homes and furniture. She
bought the two old French pine sleigh beds, which are in one of
the three guest rooms, 20 years ago, and she has had two old
French paintings in her bedroom since her 20s.
“I’m a romantic person, and I feel the French look is very
romantic,” Annette says. “The curves give a softness but there’s
a sophistication as well. You can mix French furniture with
everything. You can put it with modern; my daughter has it with
pieces of art deco and it looks fabulous. It fits in everywhere and
it’s a timeless design.”
The home’s exterior has a number of French-villa touches.
Annette chose a sandstone coloured rendering. “The more it
ages, the more authentic it looks,” she says. She and her
partner, the home’s builder Dan Touma, scouted around and
found old French iron gates and panels which were
incorporated into the home, its front courtyard and walled
potager garden. The south-facing guest room, above the double
garage, has a rustic old French tall window and green shutter
opening to a Juliet balcony. The room also opens to “the turret
walk”, where you can walk and sit above the main entrance,
enjoying views to the south.
Inside, every room has pieces of French furniture, tying the
French provincial look together. Annette bought almost all of it
locally. “There are some wonderful places here which sell French
antiques. You don’t need to go to Sydney.”
The main part of the house is a large open plan area, which
gradually leads down from the entrance to a large dining area,
then to a cosy light-filled nook containing a welcoming old
boudoir suite with grey-blue tub chairs. Two sets of old arched
wooden doors from Argentina stand on either side. These open
to the sandstone terrace, a much-used entertaining spot.
The home has been designed to work well with guests,
ensuring they and Annette have separate spaces. To the left of
the main living area is the kitchen and to the north of the
kitchen is a wing with two guest bedrooms and a bathroom. To
the south, stairs lead up (above the garage) to a third guest
bedroom with its own bathroom. On the right of the living area
is the music room, and north of that is the wing with the main

IT SITS COMFORTABLY ON THE HILL. IT’S NOT PERCHED;
IT’S NOT CUT IN. IT CASCADES DOWN IN A GENTLE WAY.

LEFT: THE

OPEN PLAN AREA CONTAINS THREE SPACES FOR GUESTS TO SIT

–

A FORMAL DINING TABLE, AN AGED DAMASK BOUDOIR SUITE, AND A COMFY
LOUNGE BY THE FIRE.

RIGHT (TOP

TO BOTTOM):

STANDS BESIDE THE MUSIC ROOM DOOR.
DOOR.

A

DETAIL

A

TALL BRONZE VIOLINIST

FROM THE OLD

RUSTY TIN BOOT UMBRELLA STAND AND

FRENCH

FRENCH

FRONT

HALL TABLE.
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ABOVE: FLOWERS STAND ON AN OLD BAKERS’ TABLE DRAPED WITH SILK
ANNETTE FOUND IN PARIS WHEN SHE BOUGHT ALL HER
LINEN. LEFT: TWO OLD FRENCH PINE SLEIGH BEDS BOUGHT 20 YEARS AGO
FIT IN PERFECTLY. BELOW: THE CLAW-FOOT BATH IN THE DOWNSTAIRS
GUEST BATHROOM HAS VIEWS TO THE POTAGER GARDEN.

ORGANZA WHICH

ABOVE: LIKE

MOST OF THE HOUSE, THE

FRENCH

PROVINCIAL KITCHEN (ALSO BELOW RIGHT) CONTAINS OLD

BELOW

LEFT:

THE

FRENCH

FURNITURE

ANNETTE

FOUND IN THE

MAIN BEDROOM WITH VIEWS TO THE NORTH.

bedroom and a bathroom. “It’s not a huge house but it’s got a
feeling of space,” Annette says. “I love the pavilion wing idea –
to me it gives great balance.”
Annette created the music room as a space she could close
off to listen to music or watch television. It’s her “comfortable
room” where “I can make a mess and not worry about it”, and
like the home’s French influence, its roots are in the past.
Annette has dedicated it to her father’s mother, Marion
MacGillivray, a musician who played violin with the Bendigo
Orchestra. “She taught me to appreciate classical music because
when we went to her house she only played classical music – we
weren’t allowed to listen to the top 10.” Marion’s photograph sits
in the room, along with other family photographs.
Annette grew up in Sydney but was drawn to the Highlands
in her childhood. “My father used to do auditing for Highlands
businesses, and as a child he bought me down in my school
holidays. I always had a love for the Highlands, and I thought,
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HIGHLANDS.

ABOVE LEFT: A PATH LEADS FROM THE HOUSE TO A HILLTOP LOOKOUT, WITH WALLS BUILT FROM STONE FOUND ON THE PROPERTY.
RIGHT: AN IRON ROOSTER WATCHES OVER THE POTAGER GARDEN. BELOW: THE BOUDOIR SUITE IS PERFECT FOR SUNNY WINTER DAYS.

ABOVE

LEFT:

AN

OLD FIREWOOD CART.

ABOVE

RIGHT:

AND ROSES AND IS SHELTERED BY WALLS.

ANNETTE’S FORMAL POTAGER GARDEN CONTAINS HERBS, VEGETABLES, FRUIT
BELOW: AN IRON URN WITH IVY GERANIUMS WHICH FLOWER YEAR ROUND.

‘One day I’m going to buy something here,’ and I did.
“It’s close to the city, it’s beautifully green, it has a European
feel, but I love the Australian bush as well, so it has a lovely
mix. Berrima really appeals to me, because I think it’s still very
country on the outskirts, and hopefully will always remain
that way.”
Twenty years ago, when Annette was living in Mosman, she
and her husband bought a little house in Berrima as a
weekender. Eight years later, after they divorced, Annette made
it her home, and lived there until she sold it to build Luberon. In
Sydney, she had worked as an interior decorator on display
homes. In Berrima, she started her own business, Berrima
Village Weddings. She ended up running the business at
Peppers Manor House in Sutton Forest, until she retired from it
six years ago.
Annette hasn’t spent a great deal of time in France, but she
did visit shortly after building the house. “I didn’t know what
to call the house, and a friend said, ‘Call it Luberon, because the
area looks like the Luberon hills without the trees.’ I said, ‘Well,
I’d better go there to find out.’” She decided the local
countryside did bear a resemblance to Luberon, a picturesque
area in the middle of Provence in the far south of France, and
so the house was named.
Annette has three children and nine grandchildren who
often come to stay, and friends are always popping down from
Sydney. “I should really be a tour guide. I give them a map – I’m
a bit sick of shopping now – and I say I’ll meet you for lunch at
McVitty’s (winery). Sometimes I go shopping with them, but if I
do I’m the one who spends!”
Friends love the house and use every part of it, she says.
Martin says that was the intention – to end up with lots of
“different spaces people can gravitate to. When we design a
house, we try to make every part of it an enchanting
experience.”
Inside, there are many spots to sit, and guests love to wander
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TREES

ABOVE: OLD

PIECES DEFINE THE HOME’S CHARACTER, SUCH AS RUSTED

FRENCH

IRON GATES AND PANELS AT THE FRONT (PART OF

THE TURRET WALK IS ABOVE THE DOOR) AND (OPPOSITE PAGE) TALL WOODEN DOORS FROM

BELOW: THERE

ARGENTINA

THAT OPEN TO THE TERRACE.

out to the terrace or, on warm nights, take a drink up to the
turret walk to enjoy the views. They can use the tennis court,
take a short walk up the hill for views over the house and in
every direction, or sit in the herb garden with its fruit trees and
roses, sheltered behind walls.
This is the only formal garden on the property, and Annette
hasn’t planted much else, apart from natives to provide privacy,
and lavender and olive trees in front of the terrace. Why would
she? “The rest of the garden is very informal, just trees and
parkland. I thought, being right out in the country, with views
HL
like this, how could it get any better.” ■

IS ARTWORK THROUGHOUT THE

HOUSE SUCH AS (LEFT TO RIGHT, INCLUDING
OPPOSITE PAGE) A TRIPTYCH OF AN ORCHESTRA IN
THE MUSIC ROOM; A LANDSCAPE BY LOCAL ARTIST

MARGIE MULLENS; A FRENCH COUNTRY SCENE; A
NIGHT AT THE MET WITH CARICATURES OF NEW
YORK OPERA GOERS, ALSO IN THE MUSIC ROOM; AND
THE COLT BY SYDNEY ARTIST MADELEINE WINCH.
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