
artha and Brady grew up in a Maine

village and shared a deep appreciation

for traditional New England houses.

When they returned to the state with

a growing family, they wanted a home

with character that was both old-fashioned and up-to-

date. About ten minutes north of Portland they found

the William Knight homestead, a 1760 cape not far from

the rocky shore. While the original house had not been

subjected to insensitive modernizing or upgrades, later

additions, including an outdated solar greenhouse from

the 1970s, didn’t fit their needs. 

Recent owners had kept the barn and gardens in good

condition, but the main addition (known as an ell

because of its right angle to the original house) had 

no basement, and the pipes froze during hard winters.

“Original condition” made 21st-century living a chal-

lenge, so their antique gem would have to undergo

changes to make it livable for their modern family.

“First, do no harm”

Martha and Brady understood that they were the 

custodians of their home’s heritage and architectural

character. The house had sheltered many families for

two and a half centuries, and they wanted to be sure 

the improvements they made respected the integrity 

of the original house. 
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Cape
An addition to an antique gem 
turns an old house into a new family home

BY ROB WHITTEN

M

THE RUN-ON HOUSE

The original cape 
anchors the new addi-

tion, which has sections
that look as if they were
added over time. A cob-

blestone circle marks the
new entrance courtyard
at the side of the house.

The adjoining brick 
patio provides room for

relaxation or play.
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Revival



At Whitten Architects, we operate with similar princi-

ples. Our philosophy in dealing with historic structures

is this: “First, do no harm; second, all changes should be

revocable in the future; and third, new work should

complement and not imitate.” With this in mind, we

choose materials and finishes that are in the spirit of

the original house, rather than painstakingly recreating

antique building materials.

The couple came to us with a clear understanding of

what their family home should be. After meeting with

them, we knew we needed to add more living space to

the house and provide all the latest amenities while

keeping to a tight building budget and respecting the

character and scale of the original cape. Specifically, the

family wanted a new kitchen with a family dining area;

a back entry with mudroom, laundry, half-bath, and

storage; a large play space for three children and their

friends; separate living space for grown-ups; an addi-

tional child’s bedroom; and a master bedroom suite.

Connecting old and new

Architectural designer Brian Stephens and I began by

measuring and documenting the existing spaces and

layout of the cape and grounds. Our plan evolved as 

a series of connected buildings and spaces, a design

common to many period New England homesteads 

(see floor plans, p. 56, and sidebar, p. 57).

A new ell was designed to replace the old one, connecting

to the cape in the same spot so that no additional damage

would be done. But one of our biggest challenges was

resolving the low ceilings of the old cape with full-height

new spaces in the addition. A breakthrough came with
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The architect enlarged a photo of the

old house, then sketched in the new 

additions to show the homeowners 

how they would fit on the property.

Though the “as-built” house varies 

slightly, the drawing illustrates how 

the new ell connects the antique cape

with the new, larger structure the

homeowners call the carriage house. 

A  L O O K  A T  T H E  
D E S I G N  P R O C E S S

NOT JUST FOR

BREAKFAST

The family has
most meals in
the breakfast
room, adjacent
to the kitchen.
A half-wall into
the new entry-
way and mud-
room opens up
the space.

Composite sketch: courtesy of Rob Whitten
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Brian’s idea to locate the new stairs just 

at the spot where the two structures meet. 

The stairwell rises to a second-floor hall 

and gallery with a cathedral ceiling open to

the kitchen below. This dramatic variation

in ceiling heights is tempered by the rela-

tively low ceiling over the breakfast area. 

Connected to the new ell is a larger struc-

ture we call the carriage house. We designed it as a 

28-foot-square box because uncomplicated square forms

are among the least expensive to build. The seamless

transition from the new ell to the carriage house begins

with an entry and mudroom just beyond the kitchen

area. Plenty of storage, a bathroom, and the laundry

room are located across from the entry. Placement of

these utilitarian areas inside the entry and mudroom

was deliberate: With three kids and a dog, quick access

to toilet, shower, and laundry is important.
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THE HEART OF THE

HOUSE  A wide-open
kitchen is midway 
between the old cape
and the new living-
room addition. The
granite counter’s gen-
tle curve softens the
kitchen’s straight lines.

CONNECTION IN THE

KITCHEN  A drawer-
front folds down, mak-
ing a computer—and an
Internet connection—
easily accessible in the
kitchen. 

Credit
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TRANSITION SPACE  

Opening off the living
room, the three-season
screened porch has areas
for relaxing and dining.

A  S E R I E S  
O F  S P A C E S  
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SECOND FLOOR

FIRST FLOOR

Laundry

New stairs

Entry/Mudroom

Breakfast
room

Guest room

Kitchen

Living room

Screened porch

Dining room

Den

Master 
bedroom

Kid’s room

Kid’s room
Kid’s room

Open 
to below

The original 18th-

century house is 

shaded in blue, and

the new addition,

comprising the ell and

the carriage house, 

is shown in yellow.

Rather than construct-

ing a single, large addi-

tion that would over-

whelm the original

house, the new addi-

tion to this old home

was created as a series

of connected spaces.

Altogether, about 

2,500 square feet of

new living space was

added to the house.

Carriage 
house

Ell

N

Scale in feet

8 164



As the largest part of the new addition, the carriage

house also contains some large living spaces: the play-

room with 9-foot ceilings in the basement, the new 

living room on the main level, and two bedrooms on 

the second floor (one, a child’s bedroom; the other, the

master bedroom suite with bath and walk-in closet.).

We wanted to tie the exterior together visually, so we

chose complementary materials. We used red-cedar

shingles for the roofs of both the old cape and the new

addition. Siding for the new ell is the same as that of the

original house: white clapboards. However, for the car-

riage house we chose shingles covered in a semi-trans-

parent white stain. The effect is that the two sections of

the addition look as if they were added over time.

After Martha and Brady approved the design, we

removed the old ell, relocating part of it to a sunny field

behind the barn. With its new foundation, it has the poten-

tial to be a playhouse or guest cottage. Also salvaged from

the old ell were foundation stones, one of which was used

as the fireplace lintel in the new living room.
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Reading about older homes led 

us to Thomas Hubka’s book, Big

House, Little House, Back House,

Barn: The Connected Farm Buildings

of New England. Filled with old

photographs, building plans, and

diagrams, the book shows the evo-

lution of the Maine farmhouse with

connected ells and barns. 

Most people assume that house

and barn were connected to allow

farmers to get from one to the oth-

er during harsh weather. That may

be part of the answer, but Hubka

contends that many more factors

were at play. For example, the exte-

rior, weather-protected area creat-

ed by the connected buildings—

called the dooryard—was a crucial

workspace for goods that were pro-

duced at home. 

The dooryard we created in our 

design acts as the courtyard entry

and, as such, sees a lot of activity.

Like the connected family homes 

of the past, this house has spaces

defined for specific activities—

from the quiet areas of the pre-

served antique

cape, to the bustling

new ell, to the pri-

vate spaces of the

carriage house. 

Altogether, it is 

an effective inter-

pretation of the

“big house, little

house” concept for

the 21st century. 

—R.W.

PUBLIC OR PRIVATE

LIVING AREA  

Parents can get
some quiet time by
closing the French
doors of the new
living room. Yet 
the space is large
enough to accom-
modate the whole
family for watching
television (hidden 
in the cupboard) 
or sitting in front 
of a blazing fire.

Links to
THE PAST

COPYRIGHT 2008 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted



Interior finishes and furniture were

selected to create visual consistency

between old and new. 

When designing a home or addition,

we always show furnishings in our con-

ceptual drawings because it helps the

homeowner visualize the space and plan

for interior furnishings. Martha made

many of the interior design choices of

colors, fabrics, rugs, and furnishings

with a friend who is an interior designer. 

“The original house is a simple cape,

so we went with furniture that was sim-

ple. We chose Thos. Moser chairs and

stools because they are durable and

practical. They look old and new at the

same time,” says Martha. 

While the original cape has stunning

18-inch-wide pine floors, reclaimed oak

floors set in alternating widths—6 inch-

es, 5 inches, and 4 inches—create an old

look in the kitchen and breakfast area. 

In the kitchen, custom-made cherry

cabinets combine traditional-looking

frame and panel fronts with European-

style frameless construction. This design

saved a little money because frameless

cases are less expensive to build. 

However, blending the mechanical

systems of the new and old areas had

huge budget implications. The addition

has independent heating, plumbing,

electrical, and lighting systems. The

most actively used spaces (the main 

level and playroom) have radiant heat

in the floors, energy-efficient low-e

windows (see Inspired House, issue 2, 

p. 40), networked computer and tele-

phone systems, and low-voltage lighting.

The marginal but satisfactory systems

of the old cape were left “as is.” By lim-

iting the scope of work to the addition,

we preserved the interior finishes of the

old cape and kept costs under control.

The family will upgrade the systems of

the old cape as necessary.  —R.W.

Blending
OLD AND NEW 

INTEGRATING AN 

ADDITION Salvaged
hand-hewn beams
add an aged element
to the modern
kitchen. Below, the
addition connects to
the antique cape at
the original 244-year-
old back door. A new
staircase connects
the old and new 
second floors.
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Space for everyone: together and apart

The kitchen and entry are the hub of family activities

and act as a transition between the old and new spaces. A

Dutch door welcomes the family in from the sometimes

harsh Maine weather. Each child has a cubby with hooks

and shelves for hockey bags, backpacks, coats, and boots.

Radiant heat in the floor helps boots dry quickly. 

Children are the most dynamic part of any household.

They grow and change, and the new spaces must allow

for the evolving uses. With three children’s bedrooms, a

spacious playroom, and a large backyard, the kids have

plenty of space to play together, separately, or with

friends. The new adult living spaces—the living room

and master bedroom suite—offer respite from the 

activities in the rest of the house. 

Rob Whitten is founder of Whitten Architects in Portland,

Me., which specializes in residential architecture.

See Resources on page 92.

h
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A LARGE PLAYROOM FOR

GROWING KIDS  Nine-foot
ceilings and a linoleum-
tile floor in one half of
the basement playroom
are perfect for high-energy
play. Low ceilings and car-
pet in the other half make
it cosy for reading and
quiet games. Above, the
living room begins three
steps up from the entry.
This level change provides
headroom for the play
space on the lower level. 

The passage from the entry to the laundry
room has lots of storage for Martha’s rug-
making materials. Salvaged stadium seats
in the mudroom offer a spot to pull on boots.
Outside the laundry room is a terraced area
for clothesline drying. With radiant heat in
the floor, a dog door, and a bed, this area
doubles as the dog’s retreat.

M A X I M U M
U T I L I T Y
I N  A  
S M A L L
S P A C E


