


Simple Cottage, 
S imp.!~coE!~~N!:!r~s 

A home that makes its owners 
and guests cotnfortable and 

happy- precisely what most 
people want when they 

escape to the coast of Maine. 

"E OR US, it was always north , always to 
Maine," Dan Finnegan sa id as he and his 

wife, Jane, settled into a pa ir of weathered 
Adirondack chairs at the end of a long summer 
day. They balanced wine glasses on the broad 
chair arms as they gazed at Harpswell's Basin 
Cove, its placid waters lapping the field at the bot
tom of their lawn. Houses, woods, and fields 
faded into the gentle hillside of the opposite 
shore. «When I was a kid, my family headed up 
to Maine for vacations. It spoiled me for any
where else." 

Nearly all rooms have a view and are structured to lake advantage of it. 
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Dan and Jane live in Topsfield. Massachusetts, 
and are the parents of grown children. When their 
daughters were small. the Finnegans vacationed 
in a lakeside cabin in Lovel l, in Maine's western 
mountains. 

"When they got older, it became harder to use 
the place," Jane said. "We loved it, but it was a long 
drive. As our daughters got involved in after-school 
activities, sports teams that played on weekends, 
and summer jobs that cut into vacation time, we 
found it hard to get there. But," she added, smil
ing, "We never considered not vacationing in 
Maine." 

The daughters grew older and went away to 
school--<lne of them to a Maine coUege-and while 
they still joined their parents for vacations when
ever possible, logistics became more important than 
ever. 

The Finnegans decided to hunt for another 
Maine weekend and vacation home. Their criteria: 

The pantry is a memory of generations past. 
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The AubuJn Colony 
In 1875, a group of businessmen from Auburn and Lewiston bought the for
mer Pinkham Farm, plus four acres, to establish a summer colony on the 
Harpswell Peninsula. Their goal was to swap the summer heat and humidity 
of the Androscoggin River cities in favor of cool ocean breezes. They divided 
the land and sold 14 lots to friends and associates. Ever since, their spiritual 
descendants have been coming here for the ocean breezes. 

At first transportation down.the length of the Harpswell Peninsula was dif
ficult; families came by train, cart and then on foot. It took days. Ferries between 
Portland and Harpswell made the trip somewhat easier, but even by water, it 
took all day. Once here, families stayed for the summer, as was (ommon among 
the upper middle class in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
first cottages were primitive. Even after they had been upgraded to Queen Anne 
shingled cottages, most remained without electricity or running water. All were 
without kitchens: colonists took their meals at a communal dining hall. 

Summer colonies like this were common in Maine throughout the late 
nineteenth century. Some were founded as religious communities, others 
offered opportunities for learning. Their popularity declined with the advent 
of the automobile, which drove the American family toward less social vaca
tions in auto courts and vacation cottages along America's roads. 

The Auburn Colony, however, thrived. Over the years, most of the Queen 
Anne cottages burned-only three of the originals remain-but the colony, 
including rebuilt cottages, continues to attract summer residents, and is one 
of Maine's many listings en the National Register of Historic Places. 

This ~harming anachronism has survived, in part, due to the great loyalty 
of the Mainers who love their traditions. Another, more practical reason is 
that the cottages, newly built and historic alike, have no kitchens. Organiza
tion covenants do not allow them: today's Auburn Colonists go to the dining 
hall for their meals, just as they did more than 130 years ago. 

"There is some wonderful food being served there," said David Hackett, 
president of the l'Iarpswell Historical Society. "That may not have been true 
in the beginning, when the dining hall was a necessary convenience. But dur
ing the last 30 years, I can attest to some very fine meals." -RC 
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More than one porch makes outdoor relaxation 
possible in all conditions of lighl and weather. 

Custom Piers 
COMPLETE DESIGN & 
INSTALLATION SERVICES 

Permitting Included 

• Traditional Arch-style ramps 

• Floats of all sizes and types 

• Various deck and rail materials 

• Call for in-srock ramps 

49 Wimer Sc., P.O. Box 130, 
Winterport, ME 04496 

PH: 207-223-0003 f"aX: 888-401-2662 
Evening: 207-825-3505 

www.dockworksmaine.com 

Southern New England dealer: 
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Custom Floar Services, Portland 

207-772-3796 or 

www.customfloat.com 

it had to be easier to reach than the lake cabin, but just as serene and con
ducive to low-key family time, 

"We wanted an unpretentious Maine cottage," Jane Finnegan explained. 
«1 could picture its worn-down wood floors, old cabinets, and porches, What 
we were looking for could be summed up in two words: really simple." 

Simplicity turned out to be harder to find than they had imagined. As 
they searched, the couple came to realize that overbuilt, glossy new houses 
were readily available, but that rustic cabins imbued with family history 
were difficult to find. For several years, the couple house-hunted inside an 
ever-widening geographic circle. They began to take turns. In 2000, while 
on a solo expedilion, Dan saw a land-far-sale sign on the Harpswell penin
sula. Discouraged with the house hunt and ready to head back to Tops
field, he decided to take a quick look. 

"The land was so beautiful that r drove into town to buy a disposable 
camera so that I could show it to Jane," he said. The lot featured a hidden, 
waterfront location, iconic views, and a neighborhood adjacent to a his
toric cottage community (see sidebar: The Auburn Colony). Relative prox
imity to the highway made it perfect. The Finnegans abandoned their 
quest for an old family vacation cottage and decided to build one instead. 

"We had never built anything before," Jane said. "We were so na'ive, 
we didn't know enough to be scared." 

Just a~ serendipity led to their future vacation home's 10ca.tiol1, the 
Finnegans'search for a builder was hardly a search at all. Tney saw one of 
John Libby's ads in a magazine, met with him, liked him, found Ihal his ideas 
meshed with theirs, and considered their search for a builder to be at an end. 

"They came for a morning meeting, then went to have lunch," said 
John Libby, who was born in Maine and raised in its building industry. 
"Immediately afterwards, they called to give us the go-ahead." 
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HOllses and Barns by John Libby, a Freeport construction company, 
was founded in 1971. "We specialize in timber framing," Libby said, 
"although the Finnegan's cottage is not timber-framed, but rather con
ventionally stick-built." 

"Stick-built" refers to a house constructed of stock lumber elements. 
In a timber-framed structure, also called post and beam, the loads are car
ried to the ground by a framework, rather than through load-bearing walls. 

The cottage John Libby built is a 2AOO-square-foot, rectangular, 1.5-
story house with steeply pitched roofs and surrounding porches. It is clad 
with Eastern white cedar shingles. An attached one-car garage echoes the 
house's roof line and sports a buLl's eye window over the strap-hinged, cen
ter-opening garage doors. Reached via a long, meandering driveway con
structed to hide the underground utilities, the house faces the view with the 
unassuming modesty of earlier times. 

"They told me that they wanted a humble place, a cottage that looked 
as though it had been there for a long time," said John Libby. "To this day, 
the crew. points to the Finnegan's house as a favorite project." 

Construction began in the SUmmer of 2000 and was completed in April 
of 2001. The Finnegans, who were constantly consulted and kept informed 
of progress at all stages, remember no stress, no surprises, none of the 
trauma usually associated with the fraught subject of home construction. 

"Before we began to prepare the site," Libby said, "we built scaffold
ing, climbed up with Dan and Jane, and looked at the view they'd see from 
their bedroom windows. We re-oriented the pegs that described the out
line of the house a couple of limes to get the angle right." 

Libby's experience also guided the Finnegans when they negotiated 
one of their cherished goals: to expose the house's framing in the manner 
of the camps they wanted to emulate. 
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As you would expect in an unpretentious cotlilge
a restrained upstairs bathroom. 
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"We built exposed roof framing," Libby explained, "but 
installed Structural Insulation Panels behind the pine boards 
of the upstairs ceiling. Those old camps with exposed rafters 
are cold-there's nothing there except for the boards. Dan 

, and Jane's house looks as though there's exposed roof fram
ing, but, in fact, the R factor (heat-retention factor) is very 
high. They can use the house in the winter, which isn't possi
ble in those old summer camps. The whole roof system was 
cut and finished in our shop in Freeport. Then we assembled 
it on site like a big puzzle." 

The wall and roof boards of the upstairs rooms, as well as 
the downstairs walls, have a pickled finish, which softens lhe 
wood's intensity while imparting a gentle patina. WaUs and ceil
ings are constructed of high-grade, knot-free, edge- and cen
ter-bead pine, while the downstairs ceilings are finished with 
edge- and center-V board, painted a glossy white. 

"The different beaded boards catch the light in differe)lt 
ways," said Libby, who relies on several ~rea mills for historic, 
non-standardized milling profiles. "These are older millings, 
Grandma's pantry type millings." 

The front door of the cottage opens directly into the liv
ing room; a large granite slab plays the role of doormat. The 
stone was not part of the original flooring plan, which speci
fied recycled yellow southern pine over radiant heat. It was 
suggested by the workers to protect the wood floor and is now 
a favorite with homeowners and visitors alike. For maximum 
comfort for those entering the honse, the granite is also under
laid with radiant heating elements. 
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In the living room, a wood-burning stove creates a cozy 
focal point. Pieces of comfortable overstuffed furniture arc 
gathered around into conversation groups. There is a small 
adjacent TV room and a large mudroom connected to the 
garage, but the living room flows into the kitchen in an open 
floor plan. The ceiling reflects the ever-changing light pour
ing in from south- and west-facing windows. 

Traditional, white bead-board kitchen cabinets keep com
pany with a sink and counter tops made from the most tradi
tional of kitchen materials: soapstone. 

"When we were working on the kitchen," Jane Finnegan said, 
"Corian was becoming very popular again. Dan decided that it 
was too shiny. We felt the same way about granite. When we 
saw the soapstone, we knew that it was perfect. Then we had a 
terrible time finding suitable knobs. Finally, after we almost 
chose something we didn't really like, we found soapstone knobs. 
Everything looked pulled-together once we put them on.n 

Above the soapstone sink, a double window faces the water, 
a simple lace valence softening the angles. "The window need
ed something," Jane said. "The simple, traditional cou'ntry 
treatment was the right thing-for aesthetics, for unobstruct
ed light, and for the view." 

The kitchen leads into a pantry-a reminder of Dan's 
grandparents' pantry-that boasts waist-high swinging doors , 
the same pickled pine sheathing as in the rest of the house, a 
beaded-board ceiling, and a window that opens onto a view 
of Basin Cove. John Libby designed period- and cottage-appro
priate shelf brackets and peg boards. The small swinging doors 
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provide just enough camouOage. "We 
didn't want to look through and see all 
that stuff," Jane Finnegan explained. 

From the living room, doors lead out 
to porches in several directions. RUllning 
the length of one side of the house and 
stretching across most of the water-fac
ing front facade, the porches function as 
outdoor living rooms. 

"The variety of porches is one of the 
nicest things about the house," Libby 
said . "They cover all the bases: there's a 
place to read, to sit and look, to talk, 10 

eal and drink. 10 nap." 
For lighting fixtures, both interior and 

exterior, the Finnegans, with advice from 
John Libby and a dealer, chose simple 
reproduction Arts and Crafts pieces. 

The Finnegans have been able to enjoy 
their traditional Maine cottage for several 
years. Their daughters come and visit regu
larly; and the couple spends almost all week
ends and all their vacations here. They have 
kept the house open during past winters, a 
decision they make each year according to 
their schedules and the price of fuel oil. 

"We always have plenty of books 
here," Jane said. ''I've had girlfriend week
ends here. Mostly, we just put ter." 

Gardening around their vacation cot
tage has become the Pinnegans' latest 
interest. They hasten to point out that the 
p lants have to be tough, and that they 
will never establish labor-intensive for
mal gardens. This place is about infor
mality, lounging and relaxing. 

The drive is not stressful. either. "It 
takes two hours and fifteen minutes to 
get here (rom Topsfield," Dan added. "It's 
a perfect distance." .. 

Regina Cole, a freeltlllce writer based in 
Gloucester, Ma ssachusetts, specinlizes lil writ

ing about architecture and interior design. 

Houses & Barns by John libby, 17 Post Road, P.O. 
Box 258, Freeport, ME, 04032. 866-866-4169; 
www.housesandbarns.coln. 
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