Pimples
How to Void Ugly Homes in
Scenic Rural Landscapes

1

This letter is my answer to a challenging question once posed by Robert Healy at the
Conservation Foundation, where I did research in the ’60s:

“What would you say to a landowner who is about to build a new home,
located on an open stretch of highway (toward a place like Crested Butte,
Colorado), that would make the home fit in? You only have time for two beers at
a local bar.”
Even sipped very slowly, two beers don’t really allow much time to develop design
guidelines. The question also leaves open what it means to “fit in” and how that relates to “sense
of place” or “sense of memory.” In addition, the road to Crested Butte, a historical area, has no
trees along it, creating another dimension to answering the two-beer question.
I think the bar-room setting makes sense, based on
my experience with public agencies and landowners.
Regulations or design guidelines may work in urban and
historical areas, but they don’t really work in rural settings,
where the old saying, “A man’s home is his castle,” rings
especially true.
After decades of thinking about how to answer this
question, what I saw along this journey opened my eyes to
new ways of thinking that might surprise you. It is not a
matter of hiding even large white buildings but
understanding their history and place in that landscape.
Over those two beers at the local bar, a few
important design issues would have to be covered.
Here’s my take on what’s important:
The form, or shape, of homes,
The use of color and white,
How buildings are clustered,
Homes on ridges and hillsides,
Manufactured homes, and last but not least,
Fences, exotic trees.

This ancient Keep from Scotland would not pass
any test of modern “design guidelines” used by
local government, but it fits because it is part of
the local natural and cultural context.

Maybe a landowner will get ahold of this and who knows? It takes longer than two beers
but they might find it entertaining.
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Before getting to my ideas about what can be done, I should start with making it clear
what bugs me.

What is the problem?
I should be honest. There has been a shift in what used to bug me (40 years ago) and
what bugs me today. When I started thinking about this, I was a young designer and thought that
a home should blend with its setting through the use of muted earth colors. The home should be
subordinate to its natural setting. Even seeing a home out in the open was an intrusion of man on
the natural environment; how rude.
As a result, my first approach in trying to answer Robert’s question was to write down
some simple ideas on how the design of the home could help it fit in to its setting. Big roofs, for
example, make homes “sit down” on the land. If the home gets too big for one roof, add corners,
break it up. And if the home gets even bigger yet, break up the home into separate parts; like a
small cluster or farmstead. These simple design ideas were a way of responding to the goal of
having something to say over those two beers with a potential homeowner.
These are still good ideas but they didn’t deal with the underlying question of what it
means to “fit” into the landscape. The popular phrase that many use to deal with this is “sense of
place”. But what does this mean? How can you apply it?
After looking at these questions, my definition of the problem has dramatically changed.
I no longer see the home as a blight on the landscape but instead as an expression of that family’s
relationship with the land. A cluster of homes in the same region that have been built over time
are a great descriptor of larger cultural traditions; a true sense of place. Colorful buildings, for
example, have an important place in many rural areas; as do white buildings.
The first real problem, as I see it now, has to do with the context of a particular building
within its natural and cultural setting.
The second problem is the lack of attention to detail. Subtle differences in building
design, color, and material can make a huge difference.
And third, I want to take a good look at the concept of “sense of place”. It is important
to understand how I view this before getting into specific illustrations.
There are places throughout the United States, Canada and beyond where strong
traditions have developed on how homes are designed, built, and sited on the land. If you live on
Cape Cod, for example, you build a “cape” home. Anything else would get you tarred and
feathered. But why are cape houses showing up all over the place? The answer, I think, is that
as people are move to a new place, they bring with them memories of a favorite place; places
they may have lived or perhaps just visited. I’ve therefore renamed this as a “sense of
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memory”. I found that others are beginning to use the same concept in a recent book edited by
Pamela Stewart and Andrew Stratern, “Landscape Memory and History; Anthropological
Perspectives”, Pluto Press, 2003.
The truth of this came home to me when I drove by a large-lot subdivision near my home.
I saw four distinctive but very different styles within one view. The following sketch is of a real
place. I’m not making this up. The home at “A” is an almost perfect copy of an Italian hilltop
Villa from the Chianti region. It is beautifully sited and designed. The home at “B” is a
beautiful, if not too large, Mediterranean Villa; palm trees and all. The home at “C” is a perfect
French Chateau. And finally at “D” there is a very modern home. Each of these families
obviously had the means to build anything they wanted. I’m guessing they are new to the region
and their memory of another place was more powerful than the sense of their new place

When people bring their “sense of memory” to a new place where it really doesn’t
belong, it doesn't seem to “fit”. It violates the inherent cultural or natural qualities of the new
place. It is out of context.

What we need to do is find ways of helping new landowners understand the cultural
and natural qualities of their new place. My way of doing this is to use sketches to illustrate two
themes that I develop throughout this letter.
The first theme is the importance of understanding the context or setting of the home.
The second theme is the importance of paying attention to the subtle details in the design
of the home.
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Grant, let me illustrate what I mean by this with a couple of examples (and provide a
glimpse of what is to come in the
rest of this letter) .
Locally, we have a man who
has been a community patron for
years. Alex loved to paint things
bright pink. And not just a light
pink. Were talking about Victoria
Secret pink. Without knowing this,
a casual tourist would look at his
pink barn and say (as they do on
those TV home remodel shows) “Oh
my God!” It fits here.
Or, take this brand new twostory home built on a scenic back-road
in Maine. When I passed by this on the
road I said, “boy this really sticks out as
an intrusion in the landscape. It has all
of the ingredients of a Pimple. It is right
on the road, there are no trees, it is a
two-story home, and it is painted blue.
But when you reflect on the regional
context, it fits. It reflects the basic form
used throughout New England - even to
the central door, symmetrical windows
and color. It is what one would
anticipate and because of this, it fits.

While my overall message is to emphasize context and subtlety, I do this while
looking at several topics. These include:
*
*
*
*
*
*

The form or shape of the home,
The use of color and white homes,
Clusters of buildings,
Homes on ridges and hillsides,
Manufactured homes, and
Miscellaneous issues such as architects, fences, and exotic trees.

5

Observations on the form (shape) of the home.
The first thing you are aware of when you see a home, church etc. - is its shape and size what I simplify as the “form”.
Some of the forms you see in the rural landscape have immediate and recognizable
purpose - the church steeple, the barn and the silo. The same is true for the home. You can tell
almost immediately that it’s a home. The reason I focus on the home is that it’s personal - it
reflects the lives and values of the people living there.
What has amazed me has been the consistency in the form of homes. We have some
homes here in San Luis Obispo that have their roots in the form of houses built across the
country over 200 years ago. Some of the forms are so engrained in the culture they are even
being copied in new homes.
Its been fun to see how hard some builders try and
how quickly they fail - sometimes for subtle
reasons and sometimes its even humorous - as
with this flying saucer outside of El Paso, Texas.
I didn’t originally intend to devote so
much time to “form” and how it has evolved.
After all, a home is just a square or rectangular building with a roof. I take some time with this
because variations of form, although subtle, can really make a difference. Bear with me as I go
through this historical review. It broadened my view on how important it is to be aware of the
cultural (historical) context of homes within specific regional landscapes. Then, we’ll get to the
“lessons”.

It started with the basic farm home.
The shape of the original farmhouse
is the root from which you can see almost all
of the variations. The original farmhouse is
a simple rectangular shape with the flat side
facing the road, a door in the middle of the
home. Chimneys are either in the center or
on the ends. This is a historical
reconstruction of a farmhouse on Prince
Edward Island, Canada. It’s beautiful
because it is simple.
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A fascinating thing about this
form is that the front door has been so
ingrained in the style that even after
people start using the door on the end,
the front door is still there often without
any path. This is a common site
throughout New England.

Add a few dormers and shutters - and call
it “Colonial” - This one is from Williamsburg,
Virginia and repeats the elegant simple form of
the original farm house.

The farm home evolved in to the “Ell”.
Notice these early farm homes had
nothing sticking out back. An early modification
in the Pre-Revolutionary days was to add a
kitchen onto the back. John Stilgoe (“Common
Landscape of America, 1580 to 1845”) points out
that the kitchen was a major part of the home and
as the family grew so did the home. They added
the kitchen in an extension to the back creating
the shape of an “L”.
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This kind of home was so popular
that Sears & Roebuck sold over 70,000
ready to assemble kits throughout the United
States between 1908 and 1940 (according to
Wikipedia). Sears sold this and a wide
variety of styles.

It grew lengthwise.
I call this the “big home,
middle home, little home”. The
family just kept expanding the
home out lengthwise as the
family grew. This can be seen
from Canada down through the
southern states. The extended
home can often result from one
generation adding on a wing for
the next generation.

And the home and barn
became connected.
This is particularly popular
style in the North East because
you can walk to the barn from the
home without getting cold.

8

Then there is the salt box
If you can’t extend the home out the
end, you can always just extended it out the
back and cover the new addition with an
expansive roof. Adding a single story to the
back of the basic two story farm home
creates the “salt box” style.

Finally, the “peak front” home

I say finally, because this is the final
derivation or variation on the basic farm
home. Everything in this form stays the
same, one or two stories, steep roof flat
surface to the street except for the sharp
extension of the front wall that is much
grander than a dormer. This form was
probably the most common and the most
copied in new construction throughout the
country.

The fanciful
There are a variety of ways this basic style
has been fixed up. Add some gingerbread along the
peak and front overhang and it’s a carpenter style.
Add more decoration to the entry and some fringe on
top and you have the Georgian and Federal style.
These styles, along with the popular Victorian, are
most often seen in the towns. I don’t spend a lot of
time dealing with Victorian homes because you
don’t see that many in rural areas, and when you do,
they never seem to fit.
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And there is even a square home.
One style that is much more common than
I thought is the square home. It took me a while
to get used to seeing the square home but then it
grew on me, particularly its simplicity. It has been
popular because it simplifies construction and
lends itself to a a variety of floor plans.

It is also a very old style as seen
throughout rural Tuscany region of Italy.

All of the styles, so far, are primarily eastern styles. The West has its own history
with the prehistoric indian and Spanish (or Mediterranean) styles.
The classic western stye is of course the adobe from Arizona and New Mexico. This
gradually appears to have transformed into the famous “Mediterranean” style most notably found
in California.

The prehistoric Indian style.
This style dates back a long time,
to the cliff dwellings of the “Ancient
Ones” from Chaco Canyon to Mesa Verde
and other famous historic sites. The use of
the native materials that results in unique
colors, protruding wooden poles in support
of the flat roof and resulting square or
heavy boxy design being the trademark.
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Architects have been able
to use this basic form in a
number of successful new
buildings. The stone used in the
ancient sites is replaced with
adobe mud blocks. The White
Sands National Park visitor
center is a great example. It is
also an easy style to really screw
up.
.

The Western Mediterranean
Not being an historian , I’m struggling to find some origin to what I loosely described as
the “Mediterranean style”. The closest I can find is the California mission. Many of the homes
that you find around California have many of the same characteristics, stucco (white or color),
tile roof, spreading form.

The other model that is similar to the mission is the ranch style. Not all ranches in California
look like this one but it has the same elements, tile roof, white or colored stucco and a spread out
form.
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This is an easy style to copy and
is used successfully in many new homes
being built in the west. It incorporates
many of the basic elements of color and
spread out form. This style is popular
because it’s compatible with western
style of spread out living.

Some lessons on form.
It would be great if I could say when new homes reflect, or even in some marginal way
resemble the historical forms, they would automatically fit. But I can’t. It’s true most of the
time but there are too many examples of how subtle changes in the detail or in the context of the
home make it stand out.
First, I pass along some general observations on form that have broader application than a
particular historical style. I have found these useful ideas when trying to fit big houses into the
landscape, regardless of a particular historical style. Big roofs, for example help the home “sit
down” in the landscape.

Some ideas that apply to several styles.
The roof is critical.
A big roof helps buildings “sit
down” in the landscape. A western shed
roof barn is a great example.

Even when the roof is red, the
size and shape of the roof helps it sit
down.
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This home illustrates the
complete package. It brings
together the importance of siting
the home so that the slope of the
roof sits up against the trees.
This helps the home sit into the
landscape. It is also the color
and the style that is in keeping
with the historic rustic western
landscape.

It is important to
maintain continuity.
One things that often
marks the old from the new is
the pitch of the roof. Here
there is a restored old barn with
cupola next to a new barn. The
old barn has the steep roof
while the new one has the
shallow pitch. The new one
doesn’t “fit” when located in
this historical setting.
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Breaking up the form into a series of smaller units helps a large home fit into
the landscape.
The secret in using this technique is that the individual elements have to share the same
basic shape. And, they need to be connected in an irregular pattern. They can’t all be connected
in a straight line as in a row of
townhouses.

Pay attention attention
to the detail.
If you are going to use a historic style,
make sure to get it right. Here, a
California builder tried to use the same
basic elements of the Mediterranean
style but failed. They used the same
roof style, pitch and overhang as the
Mediterranean style, even the same (or
a close) color but what a difference. It
is an ugly collection of blocks
assembled in a chaotic way - our local
example of a “make believe castle”.

The southwest adobe is
particularly easy to screw up.
They got the basic form right and
even the color but it misses some
of the subtle elements of rounded
corners, pole extension and the
way windows should be set deep
into the thick wall.
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Even the simple basic form
of the original farm home style is
easy to screw up. Why doesn’t this
one work? Too many quasi colonial
touches? Length to height? Roof
pitch? I think it would probably
meet any local design guidelines as
it matches the basic form and color
of regional styles. To me, it just
looks fake. The extension on the
right is just tacked on.

Pay attention to the detail on the windows, doors and roof.
These three homes illustrate how
quickly some of the basic and simple design
elements can go wrong. Each of these homes
are in the same community and painted the
same color, yellow with green roof and white
trim. The first is the traditional design.

What’s wrong with the bottom two
examples?
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Can you believe this one.
Talk about subtle differences. Is
this a mixture of Colonial and
Greek Revival? And the
proportions are all off.

These are all things architects already know about. My concern is that architects are
often not involved and homeowners just pick a plan from a book or take a plan off the internet.

What ever you do, don’t borrow from the internet.
I’m having fun with this section. Some of my favorite examples of “what not to do”, or
“how easily it can go wrong” come from what you can find on the Internet. . When I had my
early conversations with Robert Healy, he warned me that we had to provide an alternative to the
plans a person could buy out of a book, or now the Internet.

Would you believe these designs are actually being sold?

This is a real “cape” house, the
Atwood-Higgins house built in
1730. It is part of the Cape Cod
National Seashore and is owned
by the National Park Service.
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This is sold on the internet as a “Cape Cod”
bungalow?

This is recommended as a “country home.

And this as your new Mediterranean home. It
has a tile roof. What more do you need? I
particularly like the Ionic columns.
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Remember where you are. Be aware of the setting

The problem occurs when
someone tries to borrow a style that
is not a part of its local cultural
landscape. How about a moorish
home along the California coast? Is
it actually a home or a mortuary?

My favorite example that illustrates how everything can go wrong is a new pseudo-farm
complex on the scenic road leading to Glacier National Park. It is a brand new complex of
buildings that tries (I’m guessing) to mimic the traditional farm. It has the family home and
large barn. The barn is even painted red. It is a classic illustration of how important subtle
differences can be.
You’re on your way to visit the Park along an open scenic road. You first notice a couple
of buildings far off in the distance. Could it be a farm? Your curiosity builds as you get closer.
This is the perfect situation described by Robert Healy.

This is the context, a
straight road, wide open space
treeless landscape, only a hint
of what is coming.

As you get closer, two buildings stand out. You can tell it’s not a farm. There are no
trees, out-buildings, animals, fences, etc.
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Then you arrive. You can
tell the design is straight out of an
Internet plan book, probably
labeled as your “mountain
retreat”. The steep pitched roof,
angular windows and stark profile
stick out as a giant “pimple” in this
context. It might look right if it was
in a forested ski resort but not out
here in an open agricultural setting.

Then there is the barn.
It kind of looks like a barn but
it’s not really a working farm.
It’s an RV garage, made out
of metal and to top things off,
its a horrible color of crimson
red.

What could you have say to this owner that could have changed the outcome?
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How about color, now that we are on the subject.
The common presumption
contained in many design
guidelines adopted by local
agencies is that color should be
used to hide things.
As a designer I must admit
I was raised with the
preconception that the ideal home
would be dark, with wood siding,
hidden in the foliage of a large
overhanging tree. This concept
clearly has its place as with this
building in Yosemite Valley.
The problem is that all homes are not located in such beautiful wooded settings.
I never gave a lot of thought to color until I finished our latest trip across the US and
Canada. What I have learned is that bright colored homes have a long tradition in many
parts of the country and can be used in a variety of creative ways.
We expect a church to be white. Either because it is a symbol of purity or something
else, the color (in this case white) is a big part of letting you know what it is. There are some
things we almost always expect to be specific color. Churches are white and barns are red.
Right? Not so fast. I had fun exploring this issue.
Color can be provocative, sometimes subtle and other
times very dramatic. It can even be exciting but it is also very
tricky.

Color can be a wonderful whimsical thing
Color can and has been used in creative and whimsical
ways for many years.
Here, for example, everyone in town is having fun painting
the corners of the white homes bright colors, including purple and
crimson. This occurs in many villages throughout southern
Portugal. This is in the town of Obido.
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Color is often used to announce something.
Signs are a great example. We
have a lot of these in scenic areas. They
can actually be fun.

And changing the color is a good way to tell
you this is no longer a church..

Color may also be part of a local tradition.
Whether it is Longfellow’s home in Cambridge (which is yellow) or the historic home in
Williamsburg, Virginia, the use of color has a long history. It was interesting to read in John
Stilgoe’s book, Common Landscapes of America, 1580 to 1845, how common bright colors were
prior to the Revolution, especially on public buildings. I could include a number of pictures
showing color in a variety of situations but what stands out is the variety of colors and how they
are used.
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Bright color turns up at the strangest places; from the isolated home in Nova Scotia to
Williamsburg, Virginia and even the Southwest.

What do you think about this
blue home? Sticks out like a sore
thumb. Right? No. Not here. This
home is located in Cheticamp on the
western coast of Nova Scotia’s Cape
Breton, a region with deep French
traditions. I’m not sure what being
French has to do with it, but all of
the homes in this region have bright
colors and this house fits.

Hawaii has its own
traditions, green with red. This
really fits the natural context
with all of the surrounding lush
vegetation.

I’ve distilled a few lessons from these examples.
Again, as with form, it’s the roof that you often notice first.
Most older homes have some kind of unit roofing such as wood shingles that keep the
roof a dark color. Perhaps it is the availability of new products like metal, but new homes are
now featuring a wide range of colors.
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This is an example of new
home located on a ridge that could
have been a classic “pimple”. In this
case, the green roof color actually
helps blend the home into the
landscape. This one is located east of
Carson City, Nevada

Compare this to a home less
than a mile away. Not only does the
mass of the home stick out but the color
of the roof is an abomination. This one
qualifies as a “large scale” Pimple.

What makes the use of color in one situation flat out ugly and in another acceptable?
Local tradition? Age? Style?
While the previous examples
are of colored roofs that don’t work,
there are as many examples that
really do. This green roof is not on
a home in a rural setting
(Bethlehem, Maine) but it illustrates
how the shape of the roof combined
with the color, especially when it is
a massive roof, helps the home fit
into the surrounding forest.

This red roof, as with the colorful signs along the
road, is announcing (or should I say hollering) “look at
me”. What a difference it would make if it was any color
than red. Even a small roof, poking up out of the trees,
can ruin the scenic view for miles.
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Color can be your best friend in marrying the home to the landscape
Home builders in the southwest
love to use colors from the earth. These
homes provide the best illustration
imaginable on what color can contribute
to a positive setting. This one is near
Moab, Utah.

The homes in the Sedona area
offer an outdoor laboratory in the use
of color, from green to all shades of
red, yellow and brown. It also
provides some lessons in the value of
a flat roof. Many times, the roofs are
flat. This reflects the horizontal
nature of the geology and helps keep
a low profile.
.
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All color is not created equal. It’s the “subtlety” issue, again.
This becomes particularly true when putting new homes next to older homes. Barns are red,
right? What color of red.? It is hard to repeat the actual colors with a colored pencil but I think
you get the idea. Can you imagine these two barns across the street from each?

In this case it’s not just the color but the contrast in design and materials. I’ve taken
hundreds of pictures of barns and this one just doesn’t make it. I’ve been told by a friend that the
original color we associated with “barn red” came from the ready availability of “red lead” that
was a cheap and available material that dominated early barn paint. Is this true?

It’s fun to be dramatic, but be careful.
Although charcoal is
common in some eastern towns
like Salem, Massachusetts (home
of the witches), an obviously new
home built in a historical shape
combines an awkward use of the
charcoal and the red door. This one
might have worked if they had not
painted the garage doors red. Is this
a subtly
or what?
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If all else fails, remember -- when in doubt, paint it dark
I found a place where two new homes were under construction in rural Idaho. I really
hope the owners are still in construction and will follow my recommended paint palette.

What about white homes?
Having just said “paint it dark”, how can white be appropriate or even desirable? It’s true
that painting a building dark is a useful way to make it recede or look like a mountain cabin. But
contrary to popular notion of what is acceptable in rural areas, white has an important place.
After a lot of head scratching, I have decided I really like white. So what changed? I
have tried to capture the answer to this question with these sketches. I am anxious to see if you
come to the same conclusion. My shift in thinking has more do do with my own personal growth
in accepting and celebrating our human activity on the land; rather than trying to make it go
away.
The use of color is required in some landscapes.
There are particular landscapes where the use of color is not only part of local traditions
but absolutely essential if the house is to fit. The power of the landscapes in these situations is so
strong the contrast of a white home, besides violating local custom, would be jarring. You could
hardly see this home in the Moab, Utah area as it blended with the surrounding mountains. It is a
popular tool with Southwest architects. They often use the local earth as part of the stucco itself.
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Just as white is required in
other landscapes.
White is a traditional color in
many farming communities here and
abroad, as this home nestled in the
green farm fields of Ireland
illustrates. It’s as hard to imagine a
earth colored home in Ireland as it is
a white house in Moab.
This comparison is probably
my best illustration of what I mean
by “context”.

The same is true for Portuguese villages and farms. There are good examples in both
Ireland and Portugal that illustrate the importance of cultural traditions of form and color. White
is “expected” and ties the human settlements together.
None of the
Portuguese homes in the
village are particularly
dramatic or special in
their shape or design. It
is simply the use of
traditional materials,
form and color (red roof
with white walls) that
make these places so
memorable.
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One of my favorites is this
farm home in the Chianti
region of Italy. I include
this one additional
illustration because even
from a long distance, and
even though it stands out, it
fits due to the local
traditions.

White is also required for some types of land uses.
Is this blending with the natural
setting always necessary or desirable?
What would New England be without
white churches as this one in Petersham,
Massachusetts.
I could include dozens of sketches
that illustrate how white is used in many
different locations and for many types of
buildings, and uses. This includes pictures
of white lighthouses, coastal marine
facilities like coast guard stations, coastal
vacation cottages, and churches in New
England and elsewhere.
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Is there anything that isn’t white?
Even the classic barn, that is supposed to be red, is white in many parts of the country. I
learned while in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, that the color of the barn was so critical to a particular
set of the Amish that when one family wanted to paint their barn red, it resulted in a split within
the church between those who supported the use of color and those who did not.

Lancaster, Pennsylvania

I’ve drawn a few conclusions from these observations.
After I finished looking at all of my pictures it gradually became obvious that there was a
common denominator to all those I liked. They were either part of some type of use, a structure
that had a long tradition of being white, or they were located in villages or regions where white
had been a part of the local tradition for generations.

White is best used when associated with traditional uses.
It is almost a
requirement for uses such as
lighthouses and beach cottages.
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It is also almost mandatory
when or it is part of an
established vernacular
architecture or traditional
home style, such as
Williamsburg, Virginia.

It wasn’t until I got home and was reading more in John Stilgoe’s book that I learned both
bright colors and white had important roots in pre- and post-revolutionary New England. Before
the Boston Tea Party and the high taxes on English goods, including paint, many public buildings
were painted with bright colors. With the higher prices for colored paint due to taxes, and the
success of a local patriot in learning how to make white paint, painting your home white became
a patriotic statement. I regret now that I deleted a picture I took of a pre-revolutionary building
in Massachusetts because it was bright blue.

Beyond Form and Color ---- Clusters
One thing about homes in the rural landscape is that they are seldom alone. They are
often just one building in a cluster of buildings, as in a farm complex. I think many people, like
me, are drawn to the farm complex as being symbolic of our cultural heritage. The same is true
of the nostalgia associated with Italian hilltowns.
There are several elements of these clusters, farms, villas, or hilltowns that they all have
in common. The most obvious and important is the surrounding open space. Other factors
illustrated here are a cluster of homes around a single larger structure that dominates the village
(usually a church or barn), and the placement of irregularly sized surrounding buildings.

The most common example is the
classic farm compound. This is one from
Lancaster, Pennsylvania.
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The second is the Italian Villa, or
hilltown.

On a larger scale, this feudal castle
in France, with surrounding homes of
the serfs who tend the fields, is also a
classic example. This situation is
interesting because even though the
large “central building” is away from
the cluster, it is tied to the cluster. It is
tied by the historical relationship
between lord and surf.

This larger scale
cluster is repeated often
throughout Portugal and Italy.
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The New England village,
like this one of South Royalton,
Vermont, contains the same
elements.

One of the interesting questions I’ve come across when thinking about planning a new
cluster is how close can one cluster be to the next and still read like a cluster. It was fascinating
to see really large farm complexes in the Lancaster area of Pennsylvania located so close
together yet still standing as free-standing clusters. Because the Amish can survive on relatively
small acreage, their farms are able to be located close together. I guess the answer to this
question is “it depends”, i.e., on the “context”.

I’ve generated a few lessons on designing clusters from these observations
All the lessons can be summarized by looking at just one farm complex. Not only
because the farm includes a mixture of buildings of varied size, but because they all share some
sense of actual functioning activity. In the case of a farm, it works because it looks like and
smells like a farm.
There is much talk in urban planning circles that encourage clustered housing.
Unfortunately, I have never been able to find one that really shares the design elements of the
classic farm or village cluster. They are often just clusters of the same building type jammed up
against each other.
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With this in mind, the following are offered as the minimal elements of a successful
cluster.

Adjacent Open Space is critical.
This is so obvious that it doesn’t need illustration, but here is one example to serve as a
reminder. This village doesn’t follow all of the rules because it doesn’t have the classic central
structure, like a church, but it does contain a variety of sizes and shapes.
I have included this sketch because it illustrates how important the amount of
immediately adjacent open space is when defining a cluster.

Have a dominant building or architectural feature and use similar forms.
This Portuguese village
contains several of the essential
features, particularly the importance
of a dominant central structure. It
also contains a series of smaller and
irregularly sized buildings that share
the same basic form. It is this strong
central structure and associated
buildings that share the same form
that makes for the classic cluster.
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This mining complex
from Death Valley shares the
same basic elements; strong
central structure with
surrounding smaller buildings
that use the same basic form.
I am sure there are those
that will disagree with me on the notion that a cluster of smaller buildings need to share the same
basic kind of form. I’m anxious to see what you think.

Keep things broken up and irregular.
The buildings that make
up the cluster can share the same
basic form, color, and even the
way they are attached to each
other, and still be successful. In
this example from Greece, it is
the irregularity of the size and
arrangement that allows the
overall cluster to fit the land and
not be a boring.

And even though the
buildings in this Portuguese
monastery are all lined up on the
same plane, it is the irregularity
of their size and the way the
buildings are fastened to each
other that creates a really artistic
cluster.
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This cluster of homes at
Peggy’s Cove in Nova Scotia is a
much better model of how the
cluster concept could be applied
to a new development. There is
no central large structure like a
church but it shows how the same
forms can be used as long as the
overall effect is irregular.

The main thing to remember is that regularity is deadly.
This RV Park on the coast of
England is a great example of what
doesn’t work. When anything lines up
with regular spacing, whether a
subdivision or a row trailers, it doesn’t
seem right in an open natural setting.
Nature is not regular.

Now on to Ridgelines and Hillsides.
Homes on hilltops brings up two competing emotions. On the one hand, the Italian Villa
or hilltown conjures up a historic and romanticized picture. On the other hand, the location of a
mansion on a ridgeline near your own home brings up distasteful gastrointestinal juices. It’s the
“context” again that makes one hilltop home a postcard and another an eyesore.
This dichotomy put me to thinking about some of the homes I had been taking pictures of
and what made some work and others not. I found some things that can be done to help the
ridgeline home fit. I also found that homes on hillsides can generate as much controversy as
ridgelines. Hillsides actually can be more difficult to solve.
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First, some observations and then some lessons.

Hilltop development have been around for centuries.
As I started to think about development on ridge lines I couldn’t forget the many pictures
I had taken in Italy of hilltowns and villas. Hilltowns there go back centuries to when they were
independent City States. The location were chose and important for protection. They are
fascinating to look at. They seem to fit the land like a glove on a hand.

And while they stand out - ridgeline development can blend with its setting
This is an example from the
Chianti region of Italy. It illustrates
how important it is to look at the
“entire package”, the home, barn
and agriculture. It’s the
combination of the grading, trees,
crops, and the design of the
buildings that makes it work. It’s
not just one factor. The beauty of
the Italian hilltown or Villa is that
the way the entire ensemble fits the
land.
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But it’s easy to go wrong.
Even in Italy, it’s easy to go wrong. So
what makes it work in some cases and not in
others? This little Villa in the picturesque Chianti
region of Italy is the same kind of building you
see in scenic photographs but it seems to stick out.
Here, it’s the landscape that matters. It is the
absence of the trees that tie the home to the
ground. The house is an “intruder” on the
landscape.

Often, as with the ugly Italian example, it is
the stark nature of the silhouette that makes the
home stick out. This one is located on one of our
local scenic highways. The bright yellow paint job
doesn’t help.

It is amazing how just
a small home in the wrong
location can have an impact
over a large area. In this
example from the eastern
side of the Sierra’s, just the
roof poking out over a bare
ridge in a dramatic open
landscape ruins the view for
a large area.

37

And it doesn’t take much of a ridge. This example in South Dakota is in very flat
landscape. This is the classic foursquare home but the traditional form doesn’t help.
.

And size matters.
Hilltowns or hilltop villas are not limited to Italy. Locally, we have our own version of
the Italian hilltown in the form of Hearst Castle. I am sure it was not located for defense but for
the spectacular views of the Pacific coast and - dare I say - ego?
The Hearst
Castle is certainly large
but it is also associated
with an intensive
landscape program and
is located on a ridge that
is large enough to
support the large castle.

Unfortunately, we have an
increasing number of people who
are constructing their own version
of a castle. The beach community
of Malibu is a great place to find
examples of the “new mansion”
style. The issue is often the bulk in
relationship to the size of the
hilltop. Size does matter when it
comes to hilltops and ridges.
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Hillsides pose a more difficult problem
Homes on hillsides pose a different set of problems and are actually more important and
difficult to deal with than ridgelines. The problem occurs both in open and wooded landscapes.
There are two problems with
this home. First, is it shape. It puts a
two-story flat face towards the front.
It is saying, “Here I am world - look
at me.” Second, its the way it
appears to be stuck on the hillside
with crazy-glue. This sketch doesn’t
illustrate how steep the hillside is or
how open the surrounding landscape
is.
One might say, “just plant
trees”. This would actually make the
problem worse in this context. There
aren’t any trees in the surrounding
landscape. It would just make the Pimple bigger and darker.

In New England, hillside
development is becoming a major
issue,especially in Maine, as the timber
companies are selling off their land.
What makes new development in
these largely wooded areas stand out is the
stark contrast to the woodlands. It’s the
way they expose their full face to the view
from the road.
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There are a few lessons I have gleaned from looking at ridgelines and
hillsides.
Distant ridgelines aren’t such a big deal.
From the perspective of my “view
from the road” approach, the ridgeline issue
is actually less important than the homes
along the road. Ridgeline homes are often in
the distance and unless you have binoculars,
the design is less important than the setting.
We have a local example of a home
that is silhouetted on the ridge. It is a form
that is totally out of context (a French
Chateau), but it appears to sit well on the
ridge with the surrounding trees.
This example illustrates the
importance of distance as well as context. I
could repeat this example many times over as
hilltop homes become more popular. This
home is obviously large and c would be disastrous if located near a the local road, especially if
there were no trees. You may disagree with me on minimizing the importance of ridgeline
homes if they are in the distance. But from my perspective, if I can’t see it or if it is in the far
distance (like over 1/2 mile), it doesn’t matter.

Consider the “point of view”
And one of the most obvious issues to
deal with is where you see the hilltown or
ridgeline from, above or below. It seems so
obvious but it also seems to be overlooked (pun
intended).
I have found public agencies trying to
regulate ridgeline development and even
designers have failed to consider that:
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1) You can look down on a ridge, and

2) You can also be looking up to a
ridge. Even if there is a ridge above the
ridge with the home on it, it is still an ugly
home on a ridge.

This example from east of Reno,
Nevada illustrates how a home that really
doesn't fit the ridge can be mitigated to some
degree by the backdrop, its setting, i.e.,
context. This particular home has a green
roof (that is close to the color of the native
trees) and dark siding that really helps. And
it has the backdrop of even taller hillsides
behind.

Keep in scale with surroundings
It is often the bulk of the home in relation to
the surrounding landscape that really hurts. In this
case a bulky monster of a house on a simple plain
ope ridge.
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The solution of ridgeline homes is really very simple.
First, low homes and low roofs.
Given a situation with an open landscape (no trees), it’s possible to put a home on the
ridge, as long as the home is low and the roof helps the home “sit down” in the landscape. This
may be the most difficult
recommendation to implement given
the trend towards larger and larger
homes. This is really a large home but
it actually appears much lower than
this sketch can portray due to its
horizontal shape and low roof. Even
very low or flat ridges are often a
favorite place for a home. Hip roofs
ride lower in the landscape, and
symbolically “bow to the sky”.

Second, trees and color.
These ridgeline
homes are in Sedona,
Arizona. It’s the combination
of roofline, color and trees
that makes the real
difference.

The proper use of trees and the
height of the homes is critical. Even if
you can see the home, it’s possible to
have them blend into one composition.
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This one copies the
south-west style in shape and
color. This isn’t so great, but
it’s the relationship to the
adjacent trees, adjacent
vineyard and gentle slope of
the ridge that makes it work.

There are three solutions to hillsides.
The first is to allow the home to just poke out of the woodlands,
This approach hides as much of
the home as as possible. This home is
really on the edge. Yes, it sticks out but it
emerges from the landscape rather than
exposing all of its front face.

Second, associate the home with adjacent open space,
The reason this works is
the adjacent open space is often
agricultural. This adds a whole
new dimension on how you see
the home.
Even though this is really
a very large home, the adjacent
farm land helps to blend the home
with the surrounding woodlands.
It puts the home into an
agricultural context that says
“farm” even though it may not be.
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Third, add trees if there aren’t any
I’ve been watching
a home for years that was
built on a steep grassy
hillside. For years it was an
eye-sore from one of our
most scenic highways. It
has now been almost 20
years and the trees are
finally beginning to work.
Fortunately there are trees
on the distant horizon
behind this home. Without
some trees in the vicinity,
the planted trees just makes
the “pimple” bigger.

I have also been giving some thought to siting of manufactured homes.
They are the nemesis of many rural areas - but there they are. There are a number of
reasons an owner might elect to build (or locate) a manufactured home on their property.
Besides the obvious issue of cost, some are simply a seasonal retreat and often local land use
regulations are usurped by state law that requires they be permitted. This makes it a lot cheaper
for a family to have a new home.
This issue of the manufactured home has posed a dilemma for me. I think they are ugly.
They impose a universal style of design regardless of the cultural or natural context where they
are located. On the other hand, if the home is an expression of the families relation to the land,
aren’t we dealing with a new reality, a new kind of man/nature relationship that we need to
understand and accept?
Yes and no. I have included a number of simple observations to try and understand what
is happening. But no, I still don’t like them and have therefore gone on to suggest some
antidotes.
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The manufactured home poses a different problem than originally posed by Robert. In
these situations, it’s not a matter of what to talk to the owner about regarding the design of their
new home, that’s predetermined. It’s what you can talk to the owner to about to help make it fit
in, if at all possible.

Several things about manufactured homes stand out manufactured homes.
They are everywhere.
One of the facts of life, as
though it is old news, is that they
can be found from sea to shining
sea. They can be in Texas or in
Nova Scotia. And regardless of
where they are, somehow they
all look the same. Here the
home is backed up by a metal
RV storage building. Typical

They are often not alone.
Whether the owner is involved with
a business that requires an equipment shed
or has a large RV to store, manufactured
homes in rural areas are often associated
with one or more - and often very LARGE
- secondary buildings.

And wouldn’t you know it, these
manufactured homes (along with the large RV
storage barn) are often right next to the highway.
This one is right on one of our County’s most
scenic highways.
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Things” stack up over time and age takes its toll.
Perhaps the owners
didn’t have the means to pay
for additional buildings to
store the equipment.
Whatever the reason, after a
while, their collection of
“things” begin to stack up
outside.

My favorite is the one from
Vermont. Everything is exposed,
the outdoor pool as well as RV. If
you want to know what the
“Jones’s” have, you don’t have to
look far.

But there are some things you can do.
First, move them back from scenic highways, if possible.
I made this sketch small to
approximate what it looks like from the
road illustrating that distance works.
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Maintain the property.
It is amazing how
just a little maintenance
can go a long way. This
home outside Ellensburg,
Washington has a well
tended garden and white
picket fence that really
makes it look like a home.

Paint it something other than white.
Maybe a trailer has to
get really old before it is painted
but WOW, what a difference
color can make. The dark red
one (a dark rust red) is from
California’s north coast.
.

Buy a manufactured home that has actually been designed to look like a home.
Manufacturers are beginning
to get the message. This example
illustrates what can be found in many
places where the manufactured home
is not the old-fashioned “trailer” but
a home that begins to replicate
standard construction. This one even
mimics the “peak in the front” style.
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Plant trees !!!!!!!
I have been following several
new homes over the past few years and
it is amazing what a difference
landscape makes.
This blue manufactured home is
located on a primary entrance road into
our County. It’s about 100’ from the
edge of the road. I am sure the owners
now wish they had moved it back given
the noise from the road. At first, it stood
out as an isolated building.
Now, two years later,
it is part of a homestead.
What a difference a few trees
can make.

Finally, Grant I am going to wrap this letter up with some parting thoughts (and
shots) about architects, driveways and a bunch of miscellaneous observations.
Given my “view from the road” orientation, there are a number of issues beyond the
design of the home I couldn’t ignore. They aren’t as critical in the larger view of things but my
letter would not be complete without a passing comment.
Architects and Architecture
This is a touchy issue. “Some of my best friends are Architects”. I haven’t spent a lot of
time on this because many of the architecturally designed home, bless them, are located away
from the road and well hidden. I say bless them because the insatiable desire of many designers
to express themselves results in homes beyond the ability of the landscape to absorb them.

48

I was looking at some examples of new homes in a magazine that features the design of
homes in the modern world. It emphasizes sustainable buildings. This one was designed to be
self sufficient for energy. The dilemma faced by architects in these situations is how to embrace
the setting as well. Architecture, at its best, considers the whole of the setting and fits the new
homes into it.

This one on the open plains of Colorado misses the point. It won’t make it through the
first winter storm.

But, there are other
examples of how it can be
done right. This home is my
personal favorite. The way the
roof follows the earth is
fabulous.

Another favorite, here a case of
institutional architecture, is the National
Museum of Wildlife Art outside Jackson
Hole, Wyoming. It is largely under ground
but the part above ground is made of native
stone that matches the hillside. You hardly
know its there.
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Driveways
Every home has a driveway.
When its right on the road the
driveway isn’t so critical. But when
it is away from the road, the
driveway can become more
important than the house itself.

Or, the driveway can
compliment the home. Here, the
drive provides a beautiful, even
sensual, introduction to the home.

In some locations,
particularly in the flat-land of the
South, the drive is integral with
the design of the home itself. The
straight, tree lined drive is a
cultural tradition now that rivals
the importance of the home. This
one is typical of what is found in
many areas of rural Delmarva.
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Exotic Trees
Trees along entry drives have been popular throughout the US. You can tell where the
old homesteads are in California’s central valley by looking for the very old and tall rows of
palm trees.

In the wrong
place, however, they just
don’t work. You need the
right context. Palm trees
around the driveway in
this coastal setting is
really ugly. The location
of this homestead is
withheld to protect the
guilty.

Fences
Fences are a twoedged sword. They can
lead you through the
landscape as this fence
does. On the other hand,
a new white vinyl fence
running straight up the
hillside to surround a
new estate just magnifies
the visual intrusion of
the home itself.
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Wrapping it up.
I’ve had a lot of fun over the years trying to answer Robert’s question. It’s taken me
down a lot of back roads to get pictures of the perfect example - good and bad. I’ve struggled
with the concept of “sense of place”, tried to think of the simplest things I could say to a
landowner about to build a new home, and finally reached three conclusions.
First, Robert had it right. You have to deal with the landowner directly and in a positive
and casual setting if you are going to have any impact at all.
Second, it’s the context - or as a friend of mine said using a term I should have chosen its the “setting”. And this applies to both the natural as well as cultural setting.
Third, the differences in what works and does not work can be very subtle.
I thought I would leave you with one last image of what it’s all about. Here is a “Pimple”
along the road to Sequoia National Park. This is a real untouched photograph. We should have a
Ripley’s Believe it or Not category for Pimples.

Sincerely yours,

Ray Belknap
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