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cottage
a vernacular form 
with a modern twist 
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A
s partner in a firm that empha-
sizes the importance of siting a 
building properly, architect Paul 
MacNeely couldn’t have asked for a 
sweeter spot than the lakeside lot in 
Auburn, Massachusetts. It’s so close 

to the water, in fact, that his fi rst question was, “Can 
we really put a house here?” 

However, thanks to a little history (the owner’s 
grandfather had a fi shing shack on the same spot), 
some local know-how (the contractor’s family has 
been in town since 1905), and the power of a good 

with select views in, and out, the building respects 
its site by not dominating it—and the bold red paint 
job makes sure it doesn’t fade into the background.  

              



        

the clapboards and vertical boards of the 2,000-square-foot 
cottage speak to its informal architecture. The cross-gabled façade 
includes a two-story bedroom wing on the left; living spaces are on 
the right. “There’s something stagnant about symmetry,” says 
architect Paul MacNeely. “Break up a façade—as long as you have a 
real reason to—and it gains movement and vitality.” 

ARCHITECTURE

              



the front door (above) opens to a 
slate-fl oored entry hall that leads 
straight through to the lake. On the lake 
side (top), the private mahogany-
decked porch basks in the sun, while a 
pronounced hood shields the living hall 
(right) from direct rays. Inside, the 
strikingly modern chimney joins a 
strong balustrade to give the room a 
stylish focal point.
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design, the little red house did go up, delighting 
its owner, Lynda Wik, chief of staff for a Mas-
sachusetts state senator. Wik, who has two grown 
children, wanted a house where she could wel-
come friends and family.

“Our marching orders were to build a cot-
tage,” recalls MacNeely, which in the New 
England vernacular means small cozy rooms 
wrapped in a clapboard or board-and-batten en-
velope. Indeed, his “gut response” to the site was 
to quickly sketch a simple building facing south, 
its public spaces taking full advantage of the 
view, its three bedrooms tucked into a two-story 
wing covered with board-and-batten siding. But 
inside, a modern sensibility took hold: the main 
room, called the living hall, features a 26-foot-
high ceiling and a lake-facing bank of windows 
that fi ll the room with light. Around it are all the 
elements of cottage life—a screened porch, a 

deck spilling onto the lawn, clean painted wood 
surfaces that say “not fussy.” It is a modern cot-
tage in the best sense.

“The overall message we were going for was 
‘Here is a place where the whole family gathers 
together and gets to relax,’” says MacNeely, a 
principal of Boston-based Eck/MacNeely with 
architect Jeremiah Eck. “The idea was to use the 
house as an aperture, consolidating and focusing 
the views.” Once the main blocks of the house 
were decided upon and the views were framed, 
it was time to work on the room fl ow. The living 
hall contains kitchen, dining, and living areas, 
all in sight of the lake. Unlike many grander 
homes, the stairway is tucked around the corner, 
nowhere to be seen. “Not only do you not need 
the stairs when you fi rst walk in,” explains Mac-
Neely, “we defi nitely didn’t need them compet-
ing with the lake as a focal point.”

              



the living hall’s 26-foot-
high ceiling peak features 
trusses that suggest the 
exposed-frame look of 
traditional lakeside 
cottages.  Contemporary 
window groupings and light 
fi xtures add to the drama.

              



the screen porch (below right) 
draws materials, details, and colors 
from its adjacent spaces, the living hall 
and deck. The stairway (below far 
left) has a wall-like balustrade of fl at 
painted planks. The kitchen (below 
left) features natural materials: cherry 
cabinets and soapstone counters. 
Ample windows let sunlight bounce 
off the stone surfaces of the master 
bathroom (bottom). “A house, a bed, 
a screen porch, a deck, a lake,” says 
architect MacNeely. “What more could 
you want?” 

The cottage vocabulary comes through in 
the details: The living hall’s wide-board fl ooring 
of red birch has a satin fi nish; exposed rafters 
have collar ties and king posts with fi nials; the 
divided-lite windows have simple fl at frames; the 
open-plan kitchen has cherry cabinets and soap-
stone counters. There are crisp, contemporary 
interpretations of cottage as well. Where a fi eld-
stone fi replace might have risen, handmade and 
sporting a deer’s head, there is a gas-burning unit 
hidden inside a minimalist structure. At night, 
horizontal slots cut in the chimney are illumi-
nated from inside. And instead of, say, stripped 
twigs or rustic poles for the balustrade, a series of 
fl at painted planks rises from the staircase all the 

way to the second fl oor and crosses the landing 
that overlooks the living hall. The entire room 
is painted a soft but saturated sage green, very 
much at home in the woods. 

The entry hall has its own strong color—a 
deep yellow—as do each of the bedrooms. In a 
wing of painted pine fl oors, however, the fi rst-
fl oor master bathroom is a moment of hedonism, 
with marble fl oors, a granite-topped cherry van-
ity, a jetted soaking tub, and a walk-in shower.

The overall feeling of the house, though, is 
of a sophisticated simplicity, epitomized by the 
screened porch. Just off the living hall, it mas-
terfully merges the outside and the inside: the 
ceiling is the adjacent room’s sage, while the ex-
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posed collar ties and walls are the same powerful 
red of the cottage’s exterior. Mahogany decking 
proceeds threshold-free out the door and onto the 

open-air porch; the door (which 
closes with a satisfying and nostal-
gic slam) is merely an operating 
version of the rest of the screen 
panels, a budget-conscious move 

that helps explain the building’s remarkably rea-
sonable $230/square foot construction cost. 

Lynda Wik loves her new cottage, and a 
plaque hanging in the kitchen seems to sum 
up her sense of good fortune. “If you’re lucky 
enough to have a house by the water,” it reads, 
“you’re lucky enough.”   

Architecture 
Eck/MacNeely
Architects, Inc.

General Contractor 
Kinsley Homes, 
Auburn, Mass.

floor plan: The street-side entry [1] has a view to the lake side, which features 
a deck [2] and a screened porch [3]. The main living hall [4] includes kitchen 
and living-dining areas. A powder room [5] has a laundry area alcove. The 
master suite [6] includes a walk-in closet [7] and a door to the deck.
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