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Preface

This is my nineteenth book. Some people build homes or rustic furniture. Others act as legal counsel or invest other people’s money. Still others practice medicine or drive trucks. I write books and make photographs. I love what I do: document and record the creative work of others more talented than I. And there are hundreds of thousands of others out there who do the same thing I do. Just walk into a major bookstore sometime and you’ll realize that there really are millions of books on the market today. Nonetheless, I like to think I’ve had an influence, albeit small, on the field of rustic furniture and design. I see all kinds of homes and all kinds of rustic furniture. At my gallery in upstate New York, budding artists stop by just about every day (at least in the summer) to show me their latest creations. And a few times a week I receive portfolios from designers and architects who would love to see their work published. Frankly, I am incredibly encouraged each time I speak with any of these people. They have the drive to create something and the courage to show their work to others, which can be very scary if you don’t have your head on straight. The potential for criticism or rejection is too much for some people. At the same time, I love speaking with entry-level people and, as an educator, take a bit of pride in realizing that they came to me for advice. Some novices go on to make really great furniture. I’ve had the pleasure of encouraging a few dozen individuals who have created careers for themselves in the rustic furniture business.

Architects are another matter. Usually a sophisticated group, a few have been annoyed when I’ve made slight suggestions that I felt would enhance their designs. Others have been grateful. I would have been an architect myself (I had four years of architectural design in high school) had I not found the math more than my simple mind could bear.

How I wound up in the rustic design business is a long story. My undergraduate degree is in photography and art history. I designed parks for my master’s degree and also have a doctorate from Boston University. From there I went to the night school Harvard and completed a three-year program in business administration. While there I also studied astrophysics.

Thirty years ago I bought my first piece of antique rustic furniture. It was not what I had trained to do, but I fell in love with the antiques and art business. I’m my own boss and follow my own instincts. I love rustic stuff. I really do. I live in the Adirondack Park and have spent time in many of the great camps up here. About ten years ago I stumbled onto the creative geniuses in Bozeman, Montana. Although the historic camps of the East are exceptional, the architects and builders in the Bozeman area have brought rustic design to new heights. Their use of recycled materials is nothing less than profound. And their ability to create original rustic homes is awe-inspiring. I suspect there is something in the water out there that fosters great design and great artists.

Apart from all that, this book started out to be a book on small cabins. But as time went on, I kept finding really great homes that were larger than just small! And the homes were so gorgeous and inviting I had to include them in this book. So here they are! Each of the homes presented is more than just a pretty picture. Each has a passionate story behind it. Each is a bastion of joy and compassion. Each home is an object of art in itself. And each is a place where families come together and share the passions of play and bonding. The homes are not just structures; rather, they are living, breathing entities that help to make the world a better place.
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Introduction 

It was still dark when I woke. I put on my robe and slippers and wandered down the hall to the shared bathroom at the Chico Hot Springs Lodge in Chico, Montana. The room was cheap and comfortable and I had stayed there many times over the years. Once back in my room, I dressed in my bathing suit and ambled down the old hallways to the outdoor pool. Water from the local hot springs poured into the structure about the size of an Olympic swimming pool and built in the 1930s. And although steam rose dramatically from the hot water, the stars in the sky shone brilliantly. I slipped into the half-filled pool and quickly immersed myself. The outside temperature was barely above freezing. I was the only one there. It was about 5 am. The hot water calmed me.

The pool itself is nothing more than a giant hot tub. In time a few more people wandered in and swam quietly in the soothing water. Dawn broke quietly and I could see the outlines of the mountains that surrounded the lodge. In time I returned to my room, shivering as I made my way. Other people were up now, and smells from the kitchen where chefs were busy preparing breakfast filled the halls.

In time I was dressed and wandered into the sitting room where I petted an old dog named Jasper who slept quietly, covered with an old blanket underneath a piano. Shortly after, I drove to an ancient cowboy bar near the lodge for breakfast. I drove slowly, as many deer hung near the edge of the road, and deer had been known to jump in front of moving vehicles. At the bar I had a single pancake and a glass of orange juice. Other patrons wandered in, sat near the pool table and smoked their cigarettes. One patron fed the jukebox and Patsy Cline sang a few country songs about heartache and misery. Oh, woe is me!

After breakfast I returned to my vehicle, dressed in my waders, assembled my fly-fishing gear and waited for my guide to appear. When he did, I followed him down to the access area, where we launched the boat. The Yellowstone River was quiet that day. There was no wind and we were the only fishermen on the water. I quite happily landed several brown trout on dry flies throughout the morning. They hit hard and jumped dramatically as I brought them close to the boat. They were quite happy to be released back to their watery homes after a few minutes of struggling. They belong in the water, not on the walls of trophy fishermen.

The river is lined with massive old-growth cottonwood trees. Deer are everywhere. Cows and sheep also wander near the river and drink the cold, clear water. Farms are everywhere present, as are fences.

Homes line the river as well. On many occasions, I’ve admired picturesque structures that appear to blend perfectly with the environment. They look like they have been there for many years. Being the consummate home viewer and a long-time student of regional architecture, I often gaze at homes when I should be paying attention to the trout that are rising.

On a ledge overlooking the river was an interesting structure that appeared to be a fire tower, but smaller. I took out my field glasses and eyed the building for a few minutes. In time, the guide calmly mentioned that we were approaching a set of rapids and asked me to sit down. After fishing that day, I wandered the roads on the east side of the river, looking for the home. But I didn't find it, and the structure passed from my memory.

A year later, Harry Howard from Yellowstone Traditions asked if I would like to see a few rustic structures on the Yellowstone River that his company had recently completed. I gladly accepted his offer. The following morning we visited the fire tower project I had seen a year earlier. It was a glorious structure.

The building started out as a small, single-room restack. In other words, an old historical log homestead building was found, disassembled and then reassembled (restacked) on a new site. The charm and character of old log cabins make them immensely desirable. The owners of the restack cabin immediately fell in love with their new structure and adorned it with old western items they had collected throughout the years. After the room was filled, they realized they wanted a bedroom; so another old building was found and attached to the first structure. In time, a third building was added and became a kitchen and dining area. Then two more old structures were attached to the ever-expanding building. These provided an exercise room, a recreation room complete with pool table and wet bar, and another area for the owners’ collection of western antiques. And above it all was the fire tower, which gave the family extraordinary views of the Yellowstone River and the surrounding mountains.

I photographed the home over a two-day period in late summer. Harry Howard helped immensely with making the photos. Often when I photograph a kitchen or dining area, I place a wine bottle or coffee pot in an appropriate place to enhance the ambience and balance of the setting. On this particular day, I asked Harry to find a good-looking bottle of something. Moments later, he returned with a bottle of eighty-year-old scotch, which he artistically placed on the kitchen island. Of course, we needed a few glasses to complement the scene, so we placed two shot glasses near the bottle. And after looking at the scene through my camera, I made the decision to fill the glasses. Well, we did, and I believe that the photograph was greatly enhanced by the addition. Of course, we had to drink the scotch, as we did not want to waste what was obviously a quality product. I then decided to make another photograph of the kitchen at a different angle, so we again filled the glasses and made another photo. In truth, this went on for most of the afternoon and we made several great photos of the kitchen area. Harry is a bright, gregarious man, and our conversations throughout the day covered a wide range of topics. In time, Harry wound up taking an extended nap on the couch and I went on about my business. It was a grand day, one that I shall not forget. I just sincerely hope that the owner of the home does not realize that half a bottle of his expensive (and delicious) scotch is missing! And I must also add that when I received the photos back from the lab, I was relieved to see that the images I made that afternoon were all correctly exposed and in focus!

At any rate, the home in question was filled with extraordinary objects. Both functional and aesthetically pleasing, each piece in the extensive collection was handpicked over a period of many years. Good things take time, and homes, like collections, are never complete. But each new item comes with another story and another experience. The thrills of a flea market find or a hard-fought battle (i.e., expensive) at an auction are all experiences that bring meaning to each object and to each home.

Most of the homes I visit seem to be very organized, disciplined structures. They appear neat and orderly. But in the back of my mind, I’m fully aware that families live in these homes. They are not museums or stagnant receptacles of fiduciary responsibilities. It is in the homes I visit that families are grown.

Although cabins and camps and ranches are actual places, I often think of these words as verbs. They are active, ever-changing places that actively foster grand experiences that evolve into grand memories. And it is these memories that fire our passions and calm our souls.

When I was in the third and fourth grades, I lived with my family in the small town of Pardeville, Wisconsin. At that time my father was deathly ill, and we struggled, like many families, to make ends meet. But as an adult, my memories of that period in my life are softened by the thoughts of my daily summertime fishing activities. There were two lakes in town, and every day that the sun shined I made my way down to the lower lake with my friend Richard Deitman. As eight-year-olds, we would dig in the earth for worms and collect enough to last for another evening of fishing.

At around four in the afternoon, Richard and I made our way to the end of an old wooden pier that creaked and groaned as we settled in for a late afternoon of fishing. Neither of us had good gear. We would buy four hooks for a nickel and took care not to lose them. Our fishing poles were probably secondhand, and the reels often became stuck because we didn’t have the proper lubrication to keep them finely tuned. For bobbers we both used small twigs tied to our lines. The fishing was extraordinary! Each evening we would catch fifty or so bluegills, sunfish or perch. We kept several of them each night, and I was proud to return home after sundown with dinner for the evening. But it was dusk that burns in my memory. The sun grew large and became brilliant orange. Ducks would often fly in front of the setting sun and honk their goodnights. The water became like glass, and we could hear a family of beavers from across the lake frolicking near the shore. As the sun dipped below the surface, the calls of an owl announced the beginning of his day. It was during that time that I figured out the very nature of black holes in space. I knew the sun was just a big fireball that would run out of fuel. And because it was spinning it had to compress, just like a whirlpool in my bathtub. It had to shrink to nothing and then disappear, I thought to myself. I called these thoughts “space pools,” and when I mentioned them to my teacher during the school season, she didn’t know what I was talking about. These, I think today, were strange thoughts for an eight-year-old kid in Wisconsin. But it was the peace and beauty of the evening and the cool air that I remember.

I always woke early in the morning. After breakfast I made my way down to the public beach where I learned to swim. By the middle of the summer, I was strong enough to swim out to the raft and spend the rest of the afternoon jumping off the diving board with dozens of other carefree kids. Around three in the afternoon, I returned home, picked up my fishing pole and made my way to the lake for another evening of grand thoughts and fishing.

Years later and back in Chicago, I joined the local Boys Club and traveled with many other inner-city kids to different camps. It was there where I enjoyed campfires and camp songs and marshmallows, ghost stories, canoe trips and hot dogs. In time I became a counselor at different camps around the country and continued my love affair with cabins and camps and the entire vacation experience. It’s memories of these experiences that bring meaning to my life. And it’s memories such as these that each of us associate with the cabins, lodges, resorts and ranches that we love. These are the places that allow us to discover who we are. We feel safe and carefree at camp. These are places of peace and comfort. This is where strong individuals and strong families are built and sustained. The fun and joy of the cabin is nothing less than hypnotic. And it is these memories that I’ll take into my very old age.



Rocky Mountain

Arts and Crafts Home
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Resting on the eastern slopes of the northern Rocky Mountains is a contemporary Arts and Crafts home. Designed by architect Larry Pearson, the home blends well with the local rock formations and stands of mature pine trees. Modeled after and influenced by the architecture of the Arts and Crafts period of the early 1900s, the home was completed with aged, recycled materials. The stonework was completed by Sandoval Masonry of Bozeman, Montana. Josh Barr served as project manager for the construction of the home, and the owners were the decorators.
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The exterior of the home is complete with cedar shake shingles and locally found recycled timbers. The siding is recycled fir. Angel Sandoval of Sandoval Masonry used Montana gold and bronze rock for the columns and chimney system. The tapered columns, dormers and overhangs are classic Arts and Crafts elements.

The dining room offers a built-in fireplace complete with classic green tiles. The floors throughout are reclaimed oak. Mica shades cover the lights on the chandelier.
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The kitchen stove boasts a copper hood. Softly colored green and tan tiles cover the walls below the mahogany cabinets. A butcher block countertop covers the island, which also offers a wet sink. The countertops below the cabinets are dark marble. Simple, single hanging lights add to the calm elegance of the home.
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The main entry door to the home was made from mahogany. The homeowner, an accomplished artist, created the stained glass window for the door. The form of the door suggests a California Greene and Greene influence.

The downstairs bedroom offers a full-size antique iron bed complete with Native American textiles and leather throw pillows. Air circulated by the ceiling fan and the red walls add life and energy to the setting.
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The owners decorated the home themselves. A string of pumpkin lanterns adorning the fireplace mantel announce an impending party.

Columns of mahogany and fir are sentinels in the entryway to the living room. Recycled beams add texture, while recycled oak floors bring a sense of warmth.
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An oversized sofa covered in soft green fabric and large leather armchairs make the living room inviting. The coffee table was made from locally found barn boards.
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