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The homeowners
requested “a working,
social kitchen” in their
Block Island, Rhode Island,
vacation home, and that’s
exactly what architect
Jim Fitzgerald delivered.
Along with slick, high-end
materials and room to chat
or snack, the area offers
guests a wall of windows
for admiring the waters of
Great Salt Pond.

From its massive reclaimed
Douglas fir frame and natural-stone fireplace to its
gleaming cherry floors, this
3,800-square-foot home is
a testament to the notion
that all the finest materials
come from Mother Nature.

Homeowners, architect and timber provider
create a beautiful home that perfectly suits
the historical land upon which it’s built.
STORY BY HOLLY SMITH
PHOTOGRAPHY BY RICH FRUTCHEY
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When

architect Jim Fitzgerald,
head of Topsfield,
Massachusetts-based Fitzgerald Architects, began designing a summer place on Rhode Island’s
Block Island for clients, he expected to encounter
the typical zoning and permitting issues. Instead,
the project was delayed five months for a stateconducted archaeological dig on the one-and-ahalf-acre home site.
“It was extremely interesting,” Jim recalls. “The
site had been an Indian encampment dating back
to pre-Columbian times. The state required an
extensive survey and dig, and they came up with
all kinds of bowls and stuff.” The historical significance of the site gained deep respect from Jim,
who sought to disturb the land as little as possible
in designing the home. Luckily, the clients agreed
with him.
Having grown up summering on Block
Island—Rhode Island’s version of Martha’s
Vineyard or Nantucket—the client’s wife wanted to
honor the site and the surrounding homes by leav-
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ing the land mostly untouched. She also wanted
to build a place that suited the sophisticated but
laid-back feel of the area. A timber-frame home
was the obvious choice.
“I’ve always liked timber frames,” says Jim. “And
it seemed perfect for Block Island. So I proposed it
to the clients, and they came onboard very quickly.”
The resulting showstopper—a 3,800-squarefoot, three-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bath home
overlooking Great Salt Pond—isn’t just a testament
to the spectacular results homeowners can achieve
when guided by the right architect. It’s also an
example of how seamlessly a project can come
together when the architect, clients and timber
provider are all in sync.
“The design had really been completed by the
time Jim brought it to us, but it was fun to see the
homeowners realize that the potential for building
with timber was much greater than just adding
timber elements,” says Ken Bouvier, owner of
South County Post & Beam, which supplied the
timber for the 18-month project.

ABOVE: “My clients had
absolutely no idea what they
wanted,” recalls architect Jim
Fitzgerald, who’d worked with
them years earlier on their
primary residence. “But they
had a tremendous amount of
trust in me.” Based on this
luxe, airy master bedroom,
featuring two balconies, their
trust was well-placed.
OPPOSITE: The brainchild of
architect Jim Fitzgerald, the
curved staircase leading up to
the master bedroom adds an
artistic flourish to the home’s
great room. Whitewashed
timbers, reclaimed from an
Idaho salt barn, and cleanlined furnishings give the
space an open, breezy feel.
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Home Details
The core is a true timber frame with a panel enclosure, while other
parts are components. Using reclaimed Douglas fir from an old salt barn
in Idaho—which proved difficult to obtain—the company re-sawed the
170-year-old timbers for reuse in the home. Although the homeowners
chose to soften the timbers with a whitewash finish, the timbers still give
the home immeasurable appeal and presence. And staying power, too:
The weathered fir is nearly indestructible.
“That wood was almost as strong as steel,” Jim says. “When I looked
at a 12-by-12 crosscut, I’d never seen annual rings as tight.”
The material is as equally suited to its environment as it is to long-lasting
construction. Even though the clients came to Jim with a fairly typical
wish list—several bedrooms, a striking great room and a guest-worthy
kitchen—what they really wanted was a home as meaningful and unique
as the land it would rest upon: a place that honored, but didn’t compete
with, its sacred setting.
They attained their ideal not only by leaving the building site essentially
unchanged but also by choosing timber-frame construction, which helped
show that natural splendor needs no embellishment. Although it took effort
to tread so lightly on the site, the result was worth it. “The topography is
virtually untouched,” Jim notes. “And the home just fits in beautifully.” ■
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A small, bowed balcony—one of two off the master
bedroom—offers expansive views of Block Island’s
Great Salt Pond. Designed as a summer place, this
home includes plenty of spots to sit and smell the
salt air. Its offshore locale also included a building
challenge or two. Although timber is ideal in any
setting, certain species fare better near saltwater.
“If you’re using Douglas fir, you certainly want to
keep everything under cover,” advises Ken Bouvier
of South County Post & Beam. “If you’re going
to expose the timber, use western cedar or Port
Orford cedar. ” Once an Indian summer encampment dating back to pre-Columbian times, the land
around the home was left virtually untouched during construction. “A large part of the design effort
was to make the home just slip onto the site,” says
architect Jim Fitzgerald. “We made the house
work with the existing grade.”

SQUARE FOOTAGE: 3,800
ARCHITECT: Fitzgerald Architects
TIMBER PROVIDER: South County Post & Beam
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