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Any well-designed house offers a solution
to its location, responding to the specific
character of its site. In the case of one Al-
bemarle home, created by local firm Hays
+ Ewing, the design is also a response to
farflung places. Japan, for one.

“The original concept was Japanese
temples I had seen in Kyoto,” recalled Jeff
Holmes, who’s lived here with Roxana
Bonnell, his wife, since 2009. “It was little
individual boxes connected by covered
walkways.” Though the house is certainly
not a temple, the concept survives in what
eventually took shape on this wooded lot:
a modern version of a “dogtrot,” in which
two side-by-side buildings share a single
roof, creating a sheltered outdoor zone
between them.

It’s a simple idea with a fairly radical
impact on the way Holmes and Bonnell
live their life. Nine months of the year, “we
eat every dinner and most breakfasts in
the dogtrot,” said Holmes. And they’re
constantly traveling through it as they
move from one wing to another.

It’s a far cry from the couple’s former
home in New York City. “I remember so
many days in New York not knowing
what temperature it was outside,” said
Bonnell. “Here, you know what the ani-
mals are doing, and whether it smells like
it’s going to rain.”

Concepts in light

Before building this house, Bonnell and
Holmes—who’s always leaned modern in
his architectural tastes—had collected a
range of ideas for their future home north
of Charlottesville. “T had 10 or 12 houses
in a file,” said Holmes. Unknowingly, he’d
chosen two houses designed by Chris Hays
and Allison Ewing. When he realized this, it
seemed their firm would be the perfect fit.

The couple had looked at existing hous-
es, but found that their wish for a small,
high-quality home was difficult to fulfill.
“We could only find big and nice, or small

“For the first year
living here, we kept
catching these
views we weren't
expecting,” said
Jeff Holmes.

and not nice,” said Holmes. Having de-
cided to build, they asked their architects
for a house just large enough for two, with
a pleasant home office for Bonnell, and a
functional but not overly showy kitchen.

“They convinced us to put in more bed-
rooms,” said Holmes. The house clocks in
at 3,060 square feet, of which the owners
mostly use 2,380—plus the 680 extra pro-
vided by the dogtrot. Lots of glass and an
open layout lend a spacious feel despite
the modest size of the rooms.

The house’s long axis runs east and west,
its high north wall creating a sense of mys-
tery as a visitor approaches on foot. Only a
few small windows interrupt the poplar-clad
wall, which leans slightly inward to the
house. Meanwhile, the shed-style roof com-
prises one slope from north down to south.
It’s a simple, elegant, and unusual form, and
it belies the complexity of what’s inside.

“The idea was, as you walk up to the
house, you can’t see anything except the
[dogtrot] opening,” said Holmes. The two
wings of the house frame a woodsy view.
Once inside the dogtrot, one can see all the
way through the house to left and right—an
enactment of a Japanese architectural con-
cept that means “gradually opening up.”

Large and plentiful windows on
the south wall are balanced by high,
scant openings to the north. The
window placement not only allows
for zero-energy cooling through
natural ventilation, it provides for
visual surprises from indoors. “For
the first year living here, we kept
catching these views we weren’t ex-
pecting,” said Holmes.

Passive solar principles are em-
bedded in the design, with a large
roof overhang that allows sun to hit
the floors in winter but not summer.
“The light is so different as you
move through the seasons,” said
Holmes. “It happens because Chris
planned it that way.”

The quiet look

The couple has resisted the urge to
line their interior with artwork and
knickknacks, maintaining large,
minimalist expanses of white wall
that cede attention to the exterior
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views. “You can be in bed and watch
the deer and fox,” said Bonnell.

The master bedroom—which shares a
wing with her home office and three small
guest rooms—merges visually with the out-
doors via two walls of windows, and phys-
ically by means of a south-facing balcony.
Wood floors warm up this wing of the
house, with metal accents and recessed base-
boards keeping the look modern. Sinks in
the master bathroom are carved from stone
and rest on a Spanish cedar countertop.

Across the dogtrot are the common ar-
eas, in which a simple open layout plays
down what’s actually a beautiful kitchen,
with bold gray backsplash tiles and engi-
neered-stone countertops. The sink faces
the south wall full of glass, and windows
into the dogtrot beckon occupants to step
out and sniff the wind.

Bonnell and Holmes have grown to
deeply value that invitation. “You cannot
go a day in this house without connecting
to the outside,” said Bonnell. “For me,
that’s incredibly important.”
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Nine months of the year,

Jeff Holmes and Roxana
Bonnell eat every dinner and
most breakfasts in the dogtrot,
a sheltered outdoor space
between the home’s two
structures. Scant openings to
the north balance expansive
windows on the south wall.
Holmes and Bonnell asked
their architect for a functional
kitchen that wasn’t overly
showy. The master bedroom
and bath share a wing of the
house with Bonnell’s office and
three small guest rooms.
Wood floors warm up one
wing of the house, mixing with
metal accents and recessed
baseboards to keep the
modern aesthetic.
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