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BY DEE GIBNEY
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

Life is quirky. It can change course in split
seconds.

Just ask Les McLaughlin. On a bright sunny
weekend in June 1999, as he roared down a dirt
trail on his all-terrain vehicle, giving rides to his
12-year-old niece and her friend, life couldn’t
have been better.

McLaughlin knew the trail well — they had
been up and down it all day.

Maybe it was the dappled light, or the leaves
and grass obscuring it, or maybe it was the re-
peated passes that had eroded the dirt around it,
but for whatever reason, McLaughlin didn’t see
the rock imbedded in the trail just before a bend.

The back wheel struck the wet rock and threw
the vehicle into a sidelong skid.

The first thing McLaughlin, now 44, thought of
was the child on the back as he frantically tried to
right the ATV, speeding up to gain traction and
avoid the tree they were hurtling towards. So in-
tent was he on straightening out of the skid, he
didn’t notice the second tree.

The front fender clipped the tree, tossing him in
the air. He ricocheted off the tree, landing upside
down with the vehicle on top of him. The girl es-
caped unscathed and ran for help. 

Conscious throughout, McLaughlin lay head
downwards on an embankment. His legs were
numb. 

Hitting the tree had snapped his spine.
“Six inches higher and I would be in the same

state as I am now,” he says ruefully. “A half-inch
lower and I would be walking. I hit the wrong spot
at the wrong time.”

Pieces of vertebrae had actually broken away
during the impact. Following the implanting of
rods in his spine, he spent a year in rehabilitation
at Lyndhurst Centre.

“I had to learn to get dressed, get in and out of
the chair, as well as bowel and bladder mainte-
nance,” he recalls.

When McLaughlin was ready to come home, it 

House has freedom built in
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EASY ACCESS: Les McLaughlin enters his Mississauga home, above, built by
The Daniels Corp. with Adapt-Able Design. The wheelchair lift was used in-
stead of a ramp to help the home blend in with the neighbourhood.

Builder and designers
work with disabled
owner to restore
his independence 
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CUSTOM KITCHEN: Adaptations for Les
McLaughlin’s kitchen lets him take
items from cupboards, above, and
drawers, below.

BUILDING ACCESSIBLE HOMES

BY CLAUDIA D’SOUZA
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

For two Oakville sisters, it took
several frustrating years of search-
ing before they finally found their
home sweet home.

Both Toni and Rosanna Murgolo
were diagnosed with muscular dys-
trophy as young adults. They
longed for a home that accommo-
dated their special needs — the
wheelchairs, walkers and the mo-
bility-assisting equipment that are a
part of their daily lives.

“We have a slow-progressing
form of MD that affects all four
limbs,” says Toni. 

“It causes gradual muscle weak-
ness and progresses each year. We
lived in a condo with our retired

parents when we moved to Oakville
from Winnipeg five years ago, but
found it very restrictive and confin-
ing with no access to the outdoors. 

“We needed the freedom to go
from room to room independently.
We realized we had to do some-
thing and began searching for a
bungalow that could be customized
to our needs.” 

The cost of a custom bungalow in
Oakville ran about $300,000, and
since they are a low-income family,
it was beyond their means. When
Rosanna suggested a two-storey
home with a wheelchair lift (to
transport them from one level to the
other) their search for a homebuil-
der began. 

They studied floor plan after floor
plan and compiled a wish list of oth-
er key structural changes — a
straight staircase, wider doorways
and an accessible shower — simple
but important modifications. But
with each phone call, their frustra-
tion grew.

“The staircase became a problem
because it had to be straight to ac-
commodate the lift,” Toni explains. 

“Most staircases these days have
fancy curves and most builders
want a lot of money to change it. We
heard it could be done for a lot less
but we were always told, ‘sorry, we
can’t do that within your budget.’
But we never gave up.”

Their search ended when they
their father found the sales office of
Markay Homes, an Oakville-based
custom homebuilder.

“They were the first ones who
said, ‘we can help you.’ We just
stumbled upon them,” Toni
remarks.

“Months later, we made a deal.
We moved in Dec. 2, 1998 and it is
everything we ever hoped and
wished for.”

Toni says not only did the pair get
a home where they could live inde-
pendently without barriers, they are
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HOME AT LAST: Toni (left) and Rosanna Murgolo are owners of
a barrier-free home that was custom built by Markay
Homes in Oakville. They’re seen here with their dad,
Giuseppe.

Sisters home at last
Longed-for house
accommodates
special needs pair
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BUILDING ACCESSIBLE HOMES

was not to the townhouse he
had shared with his partner
Theresa Martin, and his
daughter and son-in-law, but
to a temporary apartment.
The townhouse they owned
could not be renovated to ac-
commodate his needs be-
cause it would have required
changes to the exterior,
which were not permissible.

But still, he had to play the
game, getting renovation
quotes from the insurance
company in order to estimate
the cost of a new place —
even though the require-
ments would be quite differ-
ent. Whatever he would be al-
lowed for a hypothetical
renovation to the townhouse
was the amount he would re-
ceive towards a new home.

In the meantime, the apart-
ment was hardly accessible.

“I had to ‘hop’ my chair
around in the bathroom be-
cause I couldn’t turn and
needed an attendant for
meals and personal care,”
McLaughlin says.

For more than a year, the
family searched for some-
thing more suitable. They
had the guarantee of the in-
surance money and were ap-
proved for a mortgage since
both of them are employed.
Martin works for CIBC, and
after 19 years as a lineman
with Ontario Hydro,
McLaughlin is guaranteed a
job and has been returning to
work gradually, slowly build-
ing up his hours while taking
computer training.

“We looked at new devel-
opments within a 10- to 12-
mile radius from where we
lived,” McLaughlin says.
“And then expanded that to
north of the 401 to Lakeshore
and between Dufferin and
Oakville. We also looked at
houses that had been reno-
vated (for accessibility), but
they were in the $500,000
range.

“The builders we inter-
viewed were not interested.
When we asked if I could put
an elevator in and not lose too
much floor space, they said
they were not that type of de-
veloper. Or that they didn’t
do accessible housing. One
just ignored us. 

“Then one day we spotted a
Daniels development just
north of where we lived (in
Mississauga). They were just
putting up offices in the
area.”

It was the last of four they
visited that day, frustration
mounting.

“Les had been a bit of a
bear,” recalls Don Pugh, vice-
president of low-rise con-
struction for The Daniels
Corp. “But we asked him,
‘what do you think you need?’ 

“We were eager for sales.
We didn’t want to be one of
the builders who said no.
We’re a very community-
minded company and this
was a good challenge. And
Les needed this. Here was
this guy whose whole life had
been turned upside down.

“We sat down with our
sales staff and the construc-
tion manager. Was this some-
thing we could accommodate
as production builders?
Could we fit Les’ needs into
that framework? And was it
something we wanted to do?”
Pugh says, adding, “These
are not custom homes.”

But Pugh saw it as an op-
portunity to learn.

“We picked out a house
where we thought we could
replace a powder room on the
ground floor and part of an
upstairs bedroom with an ele-
vator and we put $20,000
down,” McLaughlin says. 

“Affordability was an is-
sue,” says Pugh. “And would
the design change work? Our
architect said it would and
Les said it would. And every-
thing was according to
(building) code.”

To be on the safe side,
McLaughlin’s lawyer sug-
gested a consultation with
Adapt-Able Design Group, a
company specializing in ac-
cessible housing design. And
that’s when the roof — meta-
phorically speaking — fell in.

“We were all proud and
happy,” Pugh laughs. “We
thought we were rocking and
rolling then Adapt-Able De-
sign came in (to assess the
plans) and said ‘this isn’t go-
ing to work and that isn’t go-
ing to work’. We were just not
aware of what someone in
Les’ condition requires.”

Missing were things like
extra-wide doors, a barrier-
free shower, lever handles in-
stead of doorknobs and hard-

wood floors to accommodate
the wheelchair. And the 32-
foot lot wasn’t wide enough
to allow grading for an out-
door ramp. Nor did the struc-
ture of the house permit ac-
cessibility to the garage.

“We made a mistake work-
ing from a price point
($278,000 for the 1,900
square-foot home with a final
tab of $340,000 with the cus-
tomization) and trying to
shoehorn needs into a small-
er space, which would have
been more expensive, in the
long run, than starting with a
larger house.”

“We gave Les a choice —
we could let him out of the
deal and let him find another
developer — or try to figure
out how to move him to a big-
ger house, but this time work-
ing with Adapt-Able Design
from the beginning,” says
Pugh.

“They worked with us in
the mud and at the grassroots
level,” he says with admira-
tion for the designers.

But at the same time, Pugh
admits, Daniels had no idea
what it was getting into.

It absorbed the costs of the
changes to the plans for the
first house, and then began
fresh with a 2,500-square-
foot house on a 45-foot lot.
The original price was
$303,000, which ended up be-
ing $378,000 after all the cus-
tom work.

“We were jumping from
the lower end of the scale to
the higher end so we now had
to look at how we could
swing a price that makes ev-
eryone happy,” says Pugh.

“We priced the house a lit-
tle better for Les because it
was a first and we had made a
commitment. So we decided
that all the extras he needed
would be at cost with just a
small markup for overheads.

“Then the fun began. We
still didn’t have a true under-
standing of how this was go-
ing to work – problems like
how are we going to get Les
from the backyard to the
front yard and how are we
going to make the grading fit
the master plan for drainage
for the street? How will it af-
fect the neighbouring
houses?

“Accessibility is surprising-
ly technical. It’s merging de-
sign and construction and
disability and requires under-
standing of how different
types of disabilities need dif-
ferent modifications.”

The ramp at the front of the
house was still a problem.
With a requirement of 50 cen-
timetres for every 2.5 centi-
metres of drop, the entire
front yard would have been a
switchback ramp with a se-
ries of platforms. “And how
comfortable was he going to
be with that?” asks Pugh.

An outdoor lift built to
blend in with the front of the
house and the rest of the resi-
dential neighbourhood ap-
peared to be a better solution
than a ramp. But the allow-
able setback of the front of
the house to the curb would
be affected, so permission
would have to be sought.

The first results left
McLaughlin no room to turn
his wheelchair around when
he came off the lift. He risked
flying off the raised mound
and into the street during one
of his frequent muscle
spasms.

But to make the lift feasible
in the first place, Daniels had
to lower the elevation of the
house, which meant bringing
in a structural engineer and
reinforcing the foundation
walls with steel because of
the increased pressure from
the surrounding earth.

Even the asphalt for the
driveway became something
of a custom job. Normally the
gravel layer has to settle first,
but for McLaughlin the base
coat of asphalt had to be laid
down immediately, several
months ahead of the neigh-
bouring houses, so he could
manoeuvre his chair in the
driveway.

Inside the house, no detail
was overlooked. Cupboards
have lever handles and 180-
degree hinges which allow
them to open flat; the oven
opens sideways; the fridge
has freezer/fridge side-by-
side doors and the floors are
either ceramic or hardwood.
The washing machine loads
from the front so McLaughlin
can wheel up to it and reach
the controls. Countertops are
lower with knee space under-
neath. Light switches, plugs
and window and door levers
are all accessible. 

And McLaughlin can also

wheel straight into the show-
er, which has a floor slanted
towards the drain.

Even the breaker panel has
been lowered. He can show-
er, cook, do laundry and use
the bathroom completely on
his own and no longer needs
an attendant. An elevator in
the house takes him between
floors and into the house
from his van in the garage.
He now comes and goes
independently.

“The night they moved in, I
got a phone call,” Pugh re-
calls. “The key wasn’t work-
ing and neither was the eleva-
tor. All those times he flew off
the handle with the guys in
the field, I would say ‘He’s in
a bad spot in his life. We have
to cut him some slack.’

“So I thought, I will deal
with this myself. It’s only an
hour out of my life. When I
arrived, there was still no fur-
niture. I said, ‘I don’t see what
the issue is.’ I couldn’t under-
stand why he was being so in-
sistent on staying the night.”

“I had been waiting two
years for this,” McLaughlin
says firmly. “I had to ‘bum’
my way backwards up the
stairs that first night but I was
not going back to that apart-
ment. I was not going to let
that first night get away.”

“He said, ‘I have my air
mattress, my TV and I can
use the washroom by myself
and I haven’t been able to do
that in three years,’ ” recalls
Pugh. 

“Then the whole thing
made sense. This is why we
did this for this guy. For him
it’s not just a house. He was
regaining a big chunk of his
life.”

The Daniels Cor., has many
high-rise and low-rise
developments across the
Greater Toronto Area. The
company’s head office is at
416-598-2129.

Adapt-Able Design Group
can be reached at
416-781-3335 or
1-800-781-6434.

Merging design, construction and disability
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INDEPENDENT LIVING: Les McLaughlin, 44, lives in a house built for
him by Daniels in Mississauga. 
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