
A fireplace brings
it all together. The
dining area and
kitchen are sepa-
rated by the foyer
but connect
through themes
found in the cabi-
netry, furniture, and
central fireplace.
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Roundhouse
KitchenNative American dwellings 

inspire a kitchen for cooking, 
dining, and just plain hanging out

Drawings: Frederick H. Carleson (top); Bruce Morser (bottom). Photo: Peter Vanderwarker.

The kitchen is located in the northeast
corner of the great room to capture
breakfast-time views of the sunrise and to
provide easy access to dining on the
screened porch. Large windows all around
the room capture sunlight and views.
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n Martha’s Vine-
yard, tradition rules.
Fishing villages,
shipyards, sailboats,

and cedar-shingled beach houses
define the landscape. But long
before Cape Cod farmhouses and
shingle-style camps came to the is-
land, Native Americans were
building permanent structures
such as earth lodges and round-
houses in the region. Inspired by
the realization that this site was
once home to a local tribe, I de-
signed this house as a loose inter-
pretation of Native American
architectural traditions.

The kitchen is part of a great
room based on the Native Amer-
ican roundhouse. With a tall con-
ical roof and plenty of windows,
the room is designed to
track the path of the sun
throughout the day. The kitchen
is comfortable for cooking, in-
formal dining, entertaining, and
relaxing all at the same time.

A kitchen for cook 
and company
Native Americans designed their
dwellings around the earth’s nat-
ural cycles. Children’s rooms were
on the east side of the house where
the sun rises. Elders occupied the
west side, where the sun sets.
And a central fireplace offered
warmth and a place to gather.

I designed this room with a
central fireplace that faces four
defined spaces: the living area,
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the dining area, the sitting area,
and the kitchen (floor-plan draw-
ing, p. 69). Although natural
light fills the room through win-
dows at the apex of the ceiling,
the kitchen faces east to capture
morning light. Large windows
and a diner-style counter along
the east-facing wall allow the
homeowners to enjoy breakfast
with a view of the morning sun-
rise (photo right).

The kitchen’s working arrange-
ment is designed to be conve-
nient for a solo cook with plenty
of space for others to help. The
island’s cooktop, sink, and dish-
washers are opposite the stove
and refrigerator, which are built
in to freestanding cabinetry. The
refrigerator is at the edge of the
kitchen because it is the most-
used appliance by those not cook-
ing. When people go to the
refrigerator for a snack or soda,
they don’t get in the way if some-
one else is cooking.

The social implications of a
kitchen are becoming more im-
portant as people entertain more
casually and more often. In this
case, the island is large enough
for guests to relax and keep the
cook company without being in
the way. When the sun sets and
the view shifts from distant hori-
zons to the interior, the beach-
stone-shaped island becomes a
focal point. A yellow cedar log
that supports the roof appears to
have grown out of the floor and
through the slate (photo right).

The island is the center of ac-
tivity. Although the kitchen re-
volves around a large island, the
appliances and sink are arranged
to be convenient for a single
cook. The slate countertop com-
plements the rich red tones of
the floor and cabinetry.

ONLINE CONNECTION
Tour this kitchen on our Web site at www.finehomebuilding.com.



Pendant lights (“Sources,” bot-
tom right), which are suspended
from a surfboard-shaped fixture
above the island, illuminate the
slate counter, sink, and cooktop
in the evening and supplement
natural light during the day. To
add ambience, hidden light fix-
tures shine on the wood ceiling
and the fireplace trellis. Recessed
lights on dimmer switches illu-
minate the entrance to the
screened porch.

The screened porch also was
inspired by a Native American
concept called the ramada, or
summer kitchen. French doors
open from the kitchen to the
screened porch for outdoor din-
ing. On the other side of the
kitchen, a small foyer defined by
cabinetry separates the kitchen
from the dining area. The dining
room is in the corner farthest
from the views because it is used
primarily after the sun sets (pho-
tos p. 68). 

Traditional themes 
with modern materials
The materials Native Americans
used were culled from and com-
plementary to the surrounding
landscape. Not all the materials
used in this kitchen are local, but
like the Native Americans who
inspired the house, I used all ma-
terials in their pure forms and
created textures that reflect the
surrounding landscape. 

The rich red and green Ver-
mont slate counters echo the
stone walls of the landscape. Slate
is easy to maintain and takes on

a more interesting look as it de-
velops a patina. The walls are
pigmented plaster left in its nat-
ural color. And the floors are
end-grain fir finished with pen-
etrating oil that protects the
porous wood but still allows the
feel of wood grain underfoot.

The cabinet design is pure and
simple, based on the weavings of
Native Americans and the venti-
lating concept of a pie safe. The
cabinet carcases are made of apple-
core plywood with maple veneer.
The laminations of the cut ends
are exposed and celebrated as a
decorative feature (photo above
right). Woven layers of cedar
create ventilating cabinet doors
that screen the contents inside
but allow the cabinet to remain
dry and mildew-free. The deep
red cedar was finished with oil to
show the warmth of the wood
and to contrast with the ply-
wood carcase.

The weaving and lashing theme
carries into the furnishings. Pro-

ject architect Beth Kostman chose
furniture and accessories that
connect with the architectural
themes, and intern architect
Lawrence Mackler designed and
built the dining-room table with
structural hemp lashings (photo
above left).

Inspired by Native American
craftsmanship, the weaving and
lashing theme takes on a special
significance on an island with
boatbuilding traditions. The
craftsmanship of the builder, An-
drew A. Flake Inc., and the
clever detailing and joinery of
project designer David Johnson
draw inspiration and techniques
from both boatbuilding and
timber-framing traditions. �

Mark A. Hutker, A.I.A., prac-
tices architecture on Cape
Cod and Martha’s Vineyard,
Mass. His Web site is
www.hutkerarchitects.com.
Photos by Charles Miller, ex-
cept where noted.

SOURCES
Pendant lights
Nessen Lighting
914-698-7799
www.nessenlighting.com

Vermont slate countertops
Imperial Tile & Marble 
Works Inc.
401-725-4928

End-grain fir flooring
Kaswell & Co. Inc.
508-879-1120
www.kaswell.com
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No pointy corners. Woven cedar doors, end-
grain fir flooring, and exposed plywood lami-
nations dress up the kitchen’s cabinetry with a
rich blend of color and texture. Lashings add
structural integrity and style to the dining-
room table, and round shapes create a smooth
flow from cooking to dining and entertaining.

The weaving and lashing theme,
inspired by Native American craftsmanship,

takes on a special significance on an island

with boatbuilding traditions.


