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Life / Homes

Cottage-country condos at Deerhurst
New Lakeside Lodge suites on site of original, 1896 Peninsula Lake retreat in Muskoka

CODY STORM COOPER / SPECIAL TO THE STAR

“There’s no better anti-aging method than to go up north and breathe in the clean air,” says Gil

Blutrich, president of Skyline Hotels and Resorts, on his boat at Deerhurst.

By: Ryan Starr Staff Reporter., Published on Fri Jul 04 2014

Lakeside Lodge

Location: Deerhurst Resort, Huntsville, Ont.

Developer: Skyline Hotels and Resorts

Architect: Richard Wengle Architect

Interior design: The Design Agency

Size: 165 condo units, from 400 sq. ft. to 1,200 sq. ft.

Price: From $169,900

Info:www.owndeerhurst.com, www.skylinecommunities.com, 855-915-2582.

Deerhurst Resort traces its origins back more than a century, when Charles

Waterhouse opened a small summer resort on a four-acre lot along Peninsula Lake in

1896.

Accessible only by steamship in those days, Deerhurst proved attractive to weary city-

dwellers who found summer salvation in the splendour of Muskoka lakeside life.

“There’s no better anti-aging method than to go up north and breathe in the clean air,”

says Gil Blutrich, president of Skyline Hotels and Resorts, which acquired Deerhurst in

2011. The company has spent nearly $15 million on upgrades and new construction at

the venerable Huntsville vacation destination, which has grown to more than 800 acres

over its 100-plus years.

And the site of Waterhouse’s original Deerhurst lodge is the location for the resort’s

latest residential development, Lakeside Lodge — part of a $500-million master plan.

Like its predecessor, the new lodge will take full advantage of its prime waterfront

location. Curving around the lake and overlooking Sunset Bay, Lakeside Lodge will be

set back from the shoreline terrace down to a beachfront with a heated pool and hot

tub, barbecues and cabanas, a splash zone, and dock for boating and water sports.

Skyline owns a total 2,600 acres in development rights for more than 7,000 new

residential units at Deerhurst, Horseshoe Resort and Blue Mountain, and also on the
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Port McNicoll lakefront. “Our job is to take these gems and polish them,” Blutrich says.

At Deerhurst, Lakeside Lodge is the third new residential development at Deerhurst

since the resort was acquired by Skyline. Plans call for 165 condo units ranging from

400-square-foot studios to 1,200-square-foot, three-bedroom suites on the lodge’s top

floor. Prices start at $169,900.

With interiors by The Design Agency, the suites will have nine-foot ceilings, kitchens

with stainless steel appliances and stone countertops, and bathrooms with soaker tubs

and glass shower stalls. Each unit will have a balcony or patio.

The lodge, designed by Richard Wengle Architect, will have an owners’ lounge and

games room, and residents get access to all Deerhurst amenities, including restaurants,

spa treatments, tennis and two golf courses.

Purchasers also receive a complimentary initiation fee to Skyline’s SkyLife Club, giving

them access to the company’s entire portfolio of Ontario properties that includes Blue

Mountain and Horseshoe Resort, and Toronto’s King Edward, Pantages and

Cosmopolitan hotels.

“You can make southern Ontario your playground,” Blutrich says.

For owners who want to travel beyond the province, Skyline is part of a global

exchange program that enables Deerhurst owners to trade their unit for a vacation

home anywhere around the world through a partnership with RCI, a global timeshare

network.

Lakeside Lodge owners also have the option of putting their units into a rental program.

With no zoning restrictions on vacation homes at Deerhurst like there are in other

Muskoka municipalities, Blutrich notes, owners can rent them out year-round. “It’s full

flexibility here,” he says.

Since purchasing Deerhurst three years ago for $26 million, Skyline has renovated 75

per cent of the existing rooms and condos at the resort, while building a variety of new

properties, including a collection of cottages overlooking the golf course and 32 estates

inside a nature sanctuary.

“The resort has completely changed from the level it was at when Skyline first came

in,” says Blutrich.

When the company bought Deerhurst in 2011, Blutrich says, much of the property had

been spruced up for the G8 summit the year before. The resort was a solid business

with thousands of repeat customers, he adds, and more than 100 existing employees.

“There was already good infrastructure in place,” he notes.

Acquiring existing, well-performing properties is the Skyline business model for resort

development, explains Blutrich. “We’re not going to a greenfield and building from

scratch, like a lot of the other developers I know — we didn’t need to go through the

tens of millions dollars needed to build the infrastructure. We got it all in.”

“We are not into pioneering,” he adds. “We are into tweaking and making the (resort)

experience better.”

Over the next decade, 1,000 new residences at Deerhurst — half homes, half condos —

will be added to the 400 condos and hotel-condos on the property when Skyline took

over three years ago.

Skyline is also finalizing plans to build a new waterfront village centre for the resort.

With shops and eateries and space for farmers markets planned, the village centre will

be a spot for residents and non-residents to congregate at Deerhurst. “We want to bring

visitors here to relax and enjoy the Muskoka visuals,” says Blutrich, pointing to the

lack of publicly accessible waterfront elsewhere in cottage country.

What’s happening at Deerhurst is only one part of Skyline’s grand plan to inject new life

into some of southern Ontario’s most popular resort properties.

Last February, Skyline purchased a 50 per cent stake at Blue Mountain Resort,

acquiring from Intrawest all undeveloped land in and around the village, as well as all

the village’s existing retail and commercial operations.

Skyline plans to double accommodations at Blue over the next decade, adding more

than 800 residences and 20,000 square feet of additional retail in the village, including

a grocery store, pharmacy and LCBO. “We feel this is very important to put Blue on the

same level as the villages at Whistler and Mont Tremblant,” says John Giffen, Skyline’s

vice-president of sales and marketing.

At Horseshoe Resort, the company is renovating the hotel rooms and building the first

new real estate development there in a quarter century: Copeland House, a slope-side
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building with ski-in/ski-out condos.

And in Port McNicoll, on 10 kilometres of Georgian Bay shoreline near Midland — a

site that once served as the lakeside shipping terminal for Canadian Pacific but had

been deserted for half a century — Skyline is developing a community of multi-million

dollar custom homes and townhouses, with a yacht club and marina in the harbour.

Blutrich created a buzz in 2012 when he repatriated to Port McNicoll the old steamship

SS Keewatin, which used to sail the Great Lakes, connecting southern Ontario to the

railway head at Thunder Bay.

The Keewatin, built in 1907 — five years before the RMS Titanic — is the last

passenger steamship in existence from that era. Having stopped visiting Port McNicoll

when the CP terminal closed in 1966, the ship is back, restored to its former glory and

serving as a museum in the new bayside community.

To pay further homage to the site’s history, Skyline purchased several old railway

dining cars from the City of Orillia and will incorporate them into the design of the

yacht club property, along with a replica of the old train station that was once on the

site.

“It will be like you’re back in 1915 — like you stepped back in time,” says Blutrich.

“I think it will be the Martha’s Vineyard of Ontario. That’s the vision.”
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