


ocus your gaze on the interior of Pamela and Michael
Gordon's newly built 2,500-square-foot weekend retreat,
and the setting could easily be a modernistic penthouse
loft in Manhattan's industrial-meets-artsy T ribeca neigh-
borhood. Combining simplicity and sophistication in
equal measure, the house features exposed polished-steel
beams, a glass-smooth ash-colored concrete floor and

sleek furnishings reminiscent of the work of abstract artists Henry
Moore and Wassily Kandinsky.

Just outside the home's expansive windows, however, is a view
that's as radically different from the Big Apple's skyline as you can
get. In place of bustling Broadwaytraffic, the crystalline, rock-strewn
SalmoQ River whispers past the back deck. In place of skyscrapers, a
heavily wooded mountain rises above the opposite side of the river.
"It's an incrediblemountain," says Pamela. "It's so wild-and about
three quarters of the way up there's a rocky ledge with a single tree
on it. It looks so majestic; only the goats are missing."

Far from creating an aesthetic clash, the clean-lined, mod-
ernistic architecture and the rustic locale-a lush, backcountry
valley on the shoulder of Mt. Hood-reinforce each other's sense
of serenity. As if to echo the Gordons' architectural sensibilities, in
fact, the flawlessly straight, pillar-like conifers that surround the
house are themselves masterpieces of minimalism.

Pamela cmd Michael Gordon's new second home (above) foUows the

footprint of a 1935 house that stood on the site, an amating 15 feet from
the Salmon River. "You energke a room when ,'OUangle something in

it," says Pamela, about the placement of the custom Della Robbia wool

mg- "It took me four weekends to get the ~tcmgle right. Its place-
ment counter-acts all the straight lines in the house." The Gordons

found the red Rossi di Albittate chair in Milan, during a trip to com-

memorate their 40th wedding anniversalj'. Exposed steel beams and a
concrete floor lay the foundation for the home's minimalist look.





W ith nature as their closest
neighbor, the Gordon:>-life-
long urbanites who relocated

to Portland 11 years ago from the New
York City area-are quickly learning
Outward-Bound-style lessons seldom
taught on Manhattan subway platforms.
"Antlers are everywhere around here,
and I had no idea that deer drop them
ever] year," says Pamela, the creative
director at Meier & Frank. She jokingly
refers to their new spread as Green
Acres, a reference to the 19605 TV sit-
com about a New York City couple who
relocate to the coumry.

Michael, a self-employed bearing
imponer, comes inside carrl,jng a geode
that he dug up while puttering in the
yard. Cut in half and polished on one
end to reveal a bejeweled pattern of
minerals, the goose.egg-size rock-also
known as a thunderegg, Oregon's state
rock-is dearly a relic from a previous
owner of the land. Michael looks as
enchanted as a child who's found an
Easter egg.

That's hardly the first surprise that
the Gordons have encountered since
deciding in 1998 to build this weekend
retreat. Not all the earlier discoveries
were as welcome as this ers.1fZdiamond
in the rough, however. For nearly two
years, the Gordons weathered an army of
unforeseen construction-related dilem-
mas that in some cases slowed down the
home's progress and ratcheted up the
cost-dilemmas stemming in pan from







the difficulty of building a modernistic
house in a region bener known for tradi-
tionallog cabins.

But thanks to their own derermina-
tion to hold fast to their vision, and to
the skill of Welches-based comractOr
David Eldredge of David R. Eldredge
Construction Company, who was equally
determined to turn thar vision into a
reality, the home-designed by Michel
Druelle, a Mukilteo, Wash. designer-
came together this summer. The couple
unhesitatingly agree that the final result
mote than makes up for the obstacles
they encountered along the way. "It's a
magnificent place," says Michael, peering
up at the precipice in his backyard.

The inspiration for the Gordons'
weekend retreat sprang from Michael's
love of gardening. As happy as they are
with their West Hills condo, which
offers a postcard-perfect view of Pon-
land's skyline, its one drawback is the
absence of land where Michael can put-
ter and plant-activities he enjoyed
doing when the couple lived in sub\lrban
New York. "With condo living, you have
bylaws and neighbors," says Michael. "I
wanted a place I could call my own."

Alerted to the rough-hewn charm of
the area by friends who owned property
thete, the Gordons started looking at
real estate several years ago. The area's
dose proximity to Portland-just an
hour ftom downtown-also matched
their need for a getaway not tOOfar from
their principal residence. "We didn't
want to have to drive thtee or four hours
to get there," says Pamela.

They were intrigued by a piece of
wooded property located along the
Salmon River, but ultimately decided
not to purchase it because river-protec-
tion rules required new construction to
sit at least 100 feet away from the water.
That distance would've prevented the
Gordons from taking full advantage of
the rivet's beauty.

Soon afterward, an adjacent parcel
with an old cabin came on the market.
The house was tOOramshackle to refur-
bish, but it had one invaluable asset: it
was located within fly-casting distance of
the river. The same rules that prohibited
additional houses from popping up along
the river's edge grandfathered in existing
houses-as well as new houses built atop
an existing home's footprint.

With trees and ferns sprouting with
abandon from the soil, the 4.8-acre site

more than satisfied Michael's desire for a
lush garden plot. As he started picturing
where his plants might go, Pamela began
imagining the sort of house that would
reflect their mutual love of modern
architecture and decor. "1 didn't want
anything that was remotely traditional,"
says Palnela. "I love contemporary design
and its contrast to nature."

In a region sprinkled with log chalets
that sometimes resemble oversize Swiss
cuckoo clocks, the Gordons envisioned a
house as honest and uncomplicated as
one of the water-smoothed rocks in the
Salmon River that bisects the property.
In particular, they wanted expansive
windows that provided generous views of
the river and mountain. Steel beams
were required to hold such massive win-
dows in place. Rather than bury the
beams behind drywall, the Gordons
chose to leave the beams exposed to
showcase the home's shimmering stain-
less-steelske\eton.

Pamela and Michael's wish list of
structural features also included a single,
clean roofline, a large deck, high ceil-
ings, an open floorplan, and-as the
home's cemerpiece-a poured concrete
floor with radiant heat. "Concrete is a
very sexy material," says Pamela. "It's
honest and simple but still sleek."

B
uilding a minimalist house in the
backwoods of Clackamas County
posed more than a few difficul-

ties-the first of which was appeasing
the design police. In keeping with build-
ing ordinances, the Gordons had to have
their plans approved by a local review
board created to minimize the environ-
mental and visual impact of develop-
ment on area rivers.

Fortunately, the contractor they
chose, Eldredge, was immensely helpful
in demystifying the review process for
the Gordons. Moreover, the home's sim-
ple, modernistic exterior worked in its
favor, because the green-gray outer walls
and chalet-style, single-roofline profile
melt unobtrusively into the surrounding
woods-thereby easily satisfying the
local review board. "There's nothing that
srands out to make the fish nervous,"
deadpans Michael.

Before the Gordons could stan build-
ing the house, they had to remove the
existing cabin. They considered letting
the l()cal fire department burn it down
for practice, but that option would've put



rigged culvert that a previous owner had
built of enormous fallen logs and stones.
The culvert's function was to divert
runoff away from the original home.

Since the improvised drainage system
sat where part of the new house would
go, Eldredge and his team first had to
truck in considerable backfill before the
foundation work could even begin. "The
amount of landfill they used was about
the sizeof Rhode Island:' says Michael.

Despite the home's simplistic design,
there was nothing simple about assem-
bling a residence out of modernistic
building materials such as glass, steel and
concrete. For instance, the Gordons and
Eldredge had to come up with a Plan B
when a window-company salesperson
who put in a successful bid on the

P
or all their architectural simplicity,
minimalist v~cation:homes are!)'t

ne<:e$arily simple to build-espeda1ly
in regions wher~ the local house styles
veer more toward log cabins and
Swiss-style chalel$. Here's how to play
up the minimal ism while reducing the
construction-related complexities:

Hire an architect who shares your
vision. Despite the importance they
placed on the home:'s design, the Gor'-
dons decided against hiring an archi-
tect. Pamela reasoned that her strong
visual sense-together with the help
of an architectural designer who could
draw up a blueprin~j;;would suffice.

In retrospect, she wishes she'd
broughtj an architect on board.
"While (fancy myselfas somewhat of
a designer, an architect could've real-
Iy carried -and interpreted our vision
for the house," she says.

Work with a respected builder who
understands local concerns.
Because he's based in Welches,
contractor David Eldredge is well-
'versed in the design guidelines put
in place to lessen the visual impact
of development on the Salmon.:.and
Sandy rivers. As a result, he's had
plenty of practice at navigating
houseplans through the local r(:!view
process. "Having someonel!ocal
help you is an advantage to a poten-
tial homeowner," he says.

Stay in regular contact with your
builder. Eldredge made himself readi-
ly available to the Gordons whenever
they had questions or concerns. And
since Michael runs his own business
and has more control over his time
than .pamela, he was the point person
whenever Eldredge had to get in touch
with them. "But when it came to mak-
ing design decisions, I'd usually pass
the phone 10Pamela," he says.

Find a builder with a track record for
creating cutting-edge architecture.
Typically, contractors who specialize
in one-of-a-kind projects attract sub-
contractors who can rise to new con-
struction challenges as well. ~Idon't
like building the same house over
and over," says Eldredge. "I like the
challenge of custom homes, which is i

primarily what we do."
-as.

the nearby tall trees at risk. So instead,
they paid for the house to be dismantled
by Architectural Recovery Inc., a Pon-
land-based salvager that donated the
pieces-everything from a white claw-
foot tub with nickel fixtures [0 a Worthy
Works furnace to knotty pine kitchen
cabinets-to the Rebuilding Center, a
Portland nonprofit that resells the house
parts at below.market rates to low-
income homeowners.

Putting up a new house where the old
one once stood tumed out to be more of
a challenge than anyone initially sus-
pe<:ted. The fim dilemma occurred the
minute they broke ground. Eldredge's
alert bulldozer operator noticed that the
sire contained oddly disturbed dirt. Dig-
ging farther, the crew discovered a jury-



home's expansive windows came back
later with the bad news that the compa-
ny couldn't actually build panes that big.
''The salesperson suggested we put in a
horizontal bar, but that would've ruined
the whole concept," says Eldredge.
Instead, he searched around and found a
company that could meet the original
window specifications.

The Gordons ended up using two
brands of windows in their house, but
through judicial placemem of the win-

dows and careful insmllation by Eldredge's

crew, it's impossible for visitOrs to note
any difference in tint or trim sire. Workers
also had to be brought in to remove
weather-related rust that had formed on
the steel beams and to correct uneven
Stress lines and discoloration in the con.

crete floot. "I can't praise David enough,"
saysPamela. "He ttied his hardest to get us
what we wanted, and he did a great job."

Despite the snafus, the Gordons were
giddy each dme they sawelemems of
the house unfold. "We'd go up on week.
ends and say, 'Ok, my God, there's the
foul1dation!'" says Pamela. "We were
like a couple of kids. We'd take pictures.
It was a great expetience that I'd do
again in a flash, but I'd be wiser the
next time around."


