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The Angier house has the classic lines of a Cape, the most common and characteristic New England house.



Angier House, Sheepscot

Our first example is the most typical design in Maine or New England—the Cape. It’s called a Cape because there were many surviving examples on Cape Cod when scholars began to develop the language of house styles in the late nineteenth century. It featured one story and an attic for bedrooms, with a front door in the center of the eave side, and it was often connected through an ell to sheds and barns. The Cape was the most dominant design for over a century, and it has never entirely gone away, since it remains the kernel of most “Colonial” houses today. In its classic New England form, it has a massive central chimney with fireplaces on two or even three sides and a tiny winding staircase inside the front door. Later, as smaller fireplaces and cast-iron stoves were developed, the chimney moved out of the center to make room for a better staircase.

The Cape was the ideal energy-efficient building envelope. Nearly square in plan with a relatively steep

roof, it approached the most efficient shape—the sphere—and it was centered on its heat source. There was only the tiny front hall, which also acted as an airlock for the rooms, so little space was lost to hallways and passages. The upper bedchambers often had no heat, or at most a hole in the floor to allow a bit of air from below to warm but not overheat the bedrooms. Often, an ell extended off the rear, closed off in the winter but used in the summer as a kitchen, when the cross-ventilation from windows on both sides of the room cooled the cooking process. In the winter, the central kitchen fireplace or, later, the range provided the principal heat for the whole house. In Maine, the obverse of Harry Truman’s advice was the rule: “If you can’t stand the cold, move into the kitchen.” We may tout energy efficiency today, but we are far away from the reality of keeping warm by the kitchen fire, even if we live by wood-burning furnaces in the basement. The Cape was the most direct response to dealing with the exigencies of the Maine winter.
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This interior, though new, recreates a traditional Cape interior, with wide-paneled wood walls and stenciled plaster.
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The kitchen ell exposes beams the original builders would have been at pains to conceal. The stove and sink would have been proud possessions, though.



One way to tell a real Cape from a modern adaptation is to compare their roof pitches. Capes were based on farm cottages from the British Isles, and early examples there can still be seen in the Irish and Scottish crofters’
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Muted colors and light walls characterized early interiors; wide-plank floors were often unfinished and sanded.



cottages. These most often had thatched roofs, and the pitch of the roof was the angle necessary
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EPILOGUE

In the previous pages, we have seen only a small sample of the wide variety of ways in which dedicated people have responded to the challenges of being at home in Maine. Not all of us are fortunate enough to be able to afford the kinds of houses—or indeed the kinds of house sites—that are shown in this collection. Even fewer are able or willing to go to the trouble of making their homes into places that truly meet their needs. Most of us take our houses as we find them and have enough to do maintaining them.


This book is not meant to leave us envying the lucky owners of these houses while we struggle with furnace repairs and the next coat of paint. My hope is that by looking at these examples of excellence, we can look at our own homes with new eyes and see opportunities to “brighten the corner where we are,” as the old Salvation Army hymn says. What we should learn from studying houses like these is how the owners and their architects paid attention to the way in which the houses interact with their cultural and natural landscape. Everything we do has an impact on our surroundings, whether we live on an ideally located piece of shorefront or in the middle of a village or even in a subdivision of houses like our own. That impact can be negative or positive. We can embarrass our neighbors—and ourselves—or we can be respectful citizens, participating in a civic dialogue that raises community standards of excellence and goodwill.


Our homes, finally, can express our desires, but—in Mrs. Van Rensselaer’s excellent phrase—“with a reticence that does not put the humblest village neighbor out of countenance.” Too much of what we see praised seems to do the opposite, to flaunt our successes in our neighbors’ faces. If there is anywhere in America where this should not be our goal, it is the state of Maine.
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