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ward to a woody reward. The great room’s expansive beams span 
the kitchen, breakfast bar and living room, with alcoves for a 
music studio and informal dining. It’s designed like an open ca-
thedral, from the round prep sink just off the back entry to the 
tiered apse window at the far end of the room.
	 Though the house appears to be a natural part of its 
surroundings, every aspect was well planned. The couple re-
searched timber frames and selected national expert Jonathan 
Orpin of Portland, Oregon to help with their design. The hom-
eowners fell in love with Orpin’s signature curved-base Lyrical 
beams and his willingness to work within the constraints of a 
realistic budget. Orpin was even ready to come to Montana to 
ensure that reality didn’t stray too far from the vision the owners 
had in their hearts.
	 The over-arching goal was to create a home that reduced 
the environmental impact, not only during construction, but 
for many decades—and perhaps centuries—to come.
	 Sustainable homes meet four criteria, according to Or-
pin. First there should be “an extraordinary structural enve-
lope”, provided here by the timber frame. This avoids thermal 
bridging by building independent layers that don’t transmit 
heat or cold. 
	 An air-to-air heat exchanger compensates by bringing 
in fresh air without expensive heat loss. It’s what Orpin calls 

an “advanced and thoughtful mechanical system”—the second 
of his sustainable criteria. Along with the heat exchanger, this 
home features an on-demand hot water system, low-E triple 
paned windows and a passive solar orientation.
	 The third element is “thoughtful resourcing of materi-
als”. The frame is built from Certified Sustainable Douglas Fir 
along with a few reclaimed beams that are over a hundred years 
old.
	 “Beautiful design and fine craftsmanship”, the last of Or-
pin’s four criteria, are celebrated in every one of the 2400 square 
feet of this sensibly sustainable home.
	 Building their own haven has been an adventure for 
this family, and their professional and personal lives are an in-
spiring journey. They’ve known their share of tragedy and tri-
umph: they deserve a little slice of heaven here in Montana. It’s 
nice that they want to quietly give back to Mother Earth along  
the way.

~Clair Baiz, a Great Falls native, owns Big Sky Gold 
& Diamond Brokers in Great Falls and is a freelance 
writer.
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