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Creating a
legacy from
historic traditions

Written by Seabring Davis
Photographed by Gordon Gregory

s

s

g

ik

ey

e
N T



Ris'mg out of the undulating prairie, South Dakota’s
Black Hills are a shock of highland forest in a vast sea of grass.
Likewise, the gabled roof of a family cabin, nestled into the
thick-pondetosa pines and Black Hills spruce, stands on a hill
overlooking these rolling uplands. Humble and homey, it looks
as if it has been here since the days when Lieutenant Colonel
George Armstrong Custer’s fact-finding expedition surveyed
this country in 1874.

“My first impression of this property was that it was a perfect
location for camp,” said architect Candace Tillotson Miller, prin-
cipal of Miller Architects in Livingston, Montana.

Drawing on the remote features of this former ranchland,

Miller tapped influences from classic structures of the American

West, utilizing old standing-dead logs from lodgepole and fir
and incorporating stone accents. Miller called upon the exper-
tise of Bozeman, Montana’s Yellowstone Traditions as the con-
tractor. An old Boy Scout camp just down the road lent credence
to the campsite concept, as did the vivid backdrop of Custer’s
exploration here, and before him, the findings of Lewis and
Clark as they explored the area in the autumn of 1804.

Sited as a traditional homestead might have been — shel-
tered from wind and wayward travelers, a covered porch
is angled south, to take advantage of passive solar benefits
throughout the day. A century ago this light-catch was prag-

matic, today — with the luxury of electricity and radiant heat

WAC/A

137



138 WAC/A



— it’s no longer a necessity, but a bonus that brings the out-
doors in and provides sweeping vistas from the main living
spaces in the home.

A gateway to the West, the Black Hills are a precursor
to the great Rocky Mountain Range and the Continental
Divide, a prominent landmark that is home to Native
American sacred ceremonial sites, Mount Rushmore and the
Crazy Horse Memorial.

With the Custer expedition, the gold rush soon followed
and the railroad quickly after that — all apt markers of the
area’s recent history — but for the Lakota tribes, the Black
Hills, or Paha Sapa, is the origin of the world and the source
for all of their creationist stories.

With this knowledge of recent and ancient history, the
owners set out to honor the region’s foundation — first in
building a cabin that mirrors the classic Western camps of
the 19th century, built of available materials, in a practical
manner and without flourish; and second, in the artwork
displayed within their home.

“We wanted a true Western home in western South
Dakota that would feel authentic,” explained the owner. “We
wanted it to fade into the landscape and have an intimate
connection with it.”

Upon entering the cabin, just past the wrought-iron coat
hooks, boot bench and shelf of cowboy hats, in the hallway
that leads to the open kitchen and living area, a pair of dra-
matic Karl Bodmer etchings hang over a half-moon shaped,
turned-leg table. According to art dealer Jim Brown, of Old
Main Gallery in Bozeman, the 1850s black and white #41
and #43 etchings depict western Native American figures
in traditional regalia and were an unusual lot printed on
high-quality cotton fiber paper. He remarked that the etch-
ings were little known and, in the classic style of European
trained artists, represented highly anglicized physical char-
acteristics typical to Bodmer’s era.

“One of the things we tried to do with this project is to
give the cabin look that is timeless, but the owner didn’t
want it to look like a museum. So our goal was to give the
cabin a look of things being collected over the last century
— art, antiques and contemporary pieces,” said designer
Debra Shull, who worked with Phoebe McEldowney as a
team for Design Associates of Bozeman; the pair are now
partners in their own firm, Haven Interior Design, also in

Bozeman.
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Turning into the cozy kitchen, the house is centered on
an open floor plan that connects to the dining room and
adjacent family room. The owners use the home mostly in
the summer, welcoming a flood of guests and family mem-
bers throughout the season. To that effect, Miller Architects
crafted living space that would ebb and flow from inside
to outside with ease. Three bedrooms and a modest 4,017
square feet of living space allow the house to expand appro-
priately as the number of guests come and go. The outdoor
living spaces make up for square footage. Just off the kitchen
a corner porch catches long sunset views, while the cen-
tral screened and covered porch allows for warm southern
exposure during shared meals; and the radial porch takes
advantage of sunlight from the summer solstice to the winter
solstice, according to the owner.

Surrounded by National Forest Service land, the home
was built at 6,500 feet and overlooks a cliff formation that is
a classic geological feature of the Black Hills. Back inside, the
homeowner’s art collection mirrors the subtle beauty of the
landscape. Adorning the kitchen’s pantry is a handpainted
image of the 80-acre property by Montana artist Jennifer
Besson. In the living room, above the central stone fireplace,
a contemporary oil on landscape by Jim Urbaska brings
muted tones to the interior, where Shull and McEldowney
selected a natural palette of washed greens, tan and grey,
accented with red. To the right of the fireplace hangs an
antique territory map of the Black Hills, produced after
Custer’s expedition. The owner’s property is detailed on the
creased and age-marked map, many of the creek, drainage
and mountain names remain the same more than 100 years
later. The home’s timeless effect resonates with its owners as

a family legacy brought on by reverence for the past.

WAGA editor Seabring Davis is at work on a book about
Montana cabins, to be published in 2008 by Globe-Pequot
Press.

Gordon Gregory enjoys photographing architectural
interiors and exteriors for a wide range of clients including
magazines, interior designers and architects throughout the
Northern Rockies. He is currently working on a book about
cabins, to be published in 2008 by Globe-Pequot Press. Il
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