
Boxy house 
with the whole package
Family’s “super modern” house above Fern Ridge 
Lake exceptional for views, architectural contrasts 
and very low electric bills.

One day you’re in a little 14-foot sailboat 
on Fern Ridge Lake, the next you’re aloft in 
a cool dream home overlooking the whole, 
sprawling reservoir.

In fact when you first visit Tim Gift, 49, 
Sarah Peterman, 48, and their preschool 
daughter, Ada, it’s hard to say what com-
mands your attention most: what shows 
outside their IMAX-size windows, or the 
home’s boxy, precision architecture with 
artistic contrasts, such as raw and some-
times rusted dark steel beams against soft, 
whitish plastered walls, and downstairs 
floors crisply divided between golden wood 
and smooth, grayish concrete.

Leave it to a couple of artists — he’s a 
computer-game programmer, she’s an ac-
complished metalworker and jewelry maker 
— to envision a 2,900-square-foot house 
like this on a 30-acre hillside property they 
came to know from sailing the lake.

“Our first design was a cube, because we 
wanted to keep costs down,” says Tim when 
asked about the home’s modernistic form.

Whenever he and Sarah “got stuck” on 
one of their computer mock-ups of the 
house, they turned to avant-garde Eugene 
architect Jan Fillinger for solutions.

“We would be scratching our heads, go 
back to Jan, and of course he would have 
about 10 solutions for our problems,” Tim 

says. Once OK with the home’s basic form, 
the couple let Fillinger, principal of Studio-
E Architecture, take the helm for final 
design and structural details.

He had fun, like with the odd mix of 
exterior sidings. Most striking, corrugated 
metal — suggested by Tim and guaranteed 
to withstand the elements for 50 years — 
enshrines the home’s upper level, making it 
stand out like a big silver toaster. Blend that 
gleam with siding on the opposite end of 
the spectrum — old, weathered barn wood 
in faded paint colors, and cement-fiber pan-
els of charcoal gray — and the eclectic home 
exudes contrasts inside and out.

“Tim and Sarah are artists themselves; 
they create things,” Fillinger says. “They’re 
able to see opportunities ...

“I think really good design is based on 
really good contrasts between materials. 
Color, textural contrast and material con-
trast make for really good design.”

Yet make no mistake: This home is all 
about view, too. By stacking sleeping and 
office quarters above the daily living cube, 
just about every room peers south to a lake- 
scape of meandering, forested shorelines 
and, at least on this late January afternoon, 
swollen brown waters.

“Trying to get everyone with a view was 
not working on one story, so we went up,” 
Tim explains.

With such tall and wide front windows 
— the 19-foot-high living room wall is 

By Kelly Fenley
SPECIAL PUBLICATIONS

Flanged steel beams, left exposed for decorative effect, provide sheer strength in the living room’s window wall and frame the open stairway with black-oak treads milled from the property.
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Deck and sand play area are at exact grade as structures on the property.



CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

Smoothly textured concrete floors in the kitchen/dining room fit precisely against an island of en-
gineered white oak in the living room. All the floors are warmed underneath by radiant heat coils.

Above: Warm woods, including barn-door-style sliding doors, help warm the home’s unfinished 
plaster walls. Below: Mix of exterior sidings add eclectic contrast to house and adjacent workshop.

mostly glass — only industrial-strength 
steel beams sufficed for framing the 
home against tremors of nature. “That 
huge steel frame is what keeps the 
house from deflecting laterally if there 
are strong winds or an earthquake,” 
Fillinger explains.

Behind that sheer strength, however, 
lurked a rustic artistic opportunity.

Rather than concealing the steel 
frame behind plastered walls, builder 
Rick Robertson, a partner with Dave 
Veldhuizen in Six Degrees Construction 
Co. of Eugene, suggested leaving the 
beams exposed.

Tim and Sarah loved the idea — 
nuts, bolts, rust and all.

“It rained, and when (the steel 
frame) rusted, they said, ‘Oh, we like the 
rust.’ So Sarah went around and put wax 
on all of the steel,” Fillinger says. “So all 
of the steel beams are rusted steel.”

Organic elements subdue a modern 
home’s “Miami Vice” effect, Fillinger 
says: “We need a connection to natu-
ral materials every day. When it’s just 
glossy and lacquered and glass and 
steel, it’s really hard to get that connec-
tion to the warmth of the earth.”

Conifer woods help soften the Gift/
Peterman home, starting with an entire 
upstairs ceiling of wood. Douglas fir 
laminated beams and a solid backdrop 
of hemlock ceiling decking shelter living 
spaces below while framing the home’s 
white, sun-reflecting roofing membrane.

Fir also frames interior windows and 
doors, and black oak, milled from trees 
on the property, fashions cabinetry, 
bathroom pedestals and rustic treads 
on the open steel stairway. Floors from 
an old bowling alley — little diamond 
markers for throwing a straight ball still 
showing — serve as kitchen counters.



Low energy home
Tim Gift and Sarah Peterman are still “fine 

tuning” their new 2,900-square-foot home’s 
energy systems, but estimate a monthly electric 
bill of about half that of their former residence, 
a 1,100-square foot bungalow in the River Road 
area of Eugene. Here’s why:
• Insulation packed into 12-inch-thick, double-
stud walls.
• Ground-source heat pump operating at 
optimum temperature from earth’s crust. 
Heat pump also warms radiant heat floors on 
home’s lower level and domestic hot water.
• Limited electricity generation from photovol-
taic panels mounted flush against roof.
• Constant supply of fresh air from heat 
recovery ventilator, which extracts energy of 
outgoing stale air to warm incoming fresh air.
• Solar panels for augmenting hot-water 
supply.
• High-tech sun-shade awnings over south-
facing windows for shielding summer heat.
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Yet the home’s biggest splash of 
wood creates a decorative tsunami.

Engineered white-oak floors — that 
is, thin strips of wood glued together for 
resistance to expansion and contraction 
— lay like a golden island in the living 
room. Concrete floors, extending from 
the kitchen and dining room, surround 
the hardwood on three sides.

But rather than contained down-
stairs, the hardwood continues right up 
the living room’s monolithic back wall, 
creating a chic backdrop for the modern 
welded steel staircase as it goes.

“It’s a feeling of having the floor 
become the wall,” says Fillinger.

Impeccable undertaking
Money saved by the home’s boxy 

form — “a cube is the most efficient 
home to build, other than a sphere,” 
Fillinger allows — surely got spent on 
high-end custom finishwork and preci-
sion building.

“From a detail standpoint, it needed 
to be perfect,” says homebuilder Rob-
ertson. “They (the owners) don’t like 
trim; they didn’t want trim of any sort, 
really. There was no margin for error. 
Everything was scribed or straight or 
true enough, that whatever you put up 
against it was tight.”

Steel beams are crisp to window 
mullions; window mullions are crisp to 
doors below. Walk-in showers are abso-
lutely flush to the bathroom floors.

“A lot of people think, ‘Oh, modern 
architecture. There’s nothing ornamen-
tal, so it’s real easy to put together,’” 

Fillinger says. “But when you look at 
this house, we’re putting together all of 
the materials in a very elegant, simple, 
subtle way without imperfections.”

Even the site work had to be impec-
cable. Peterman and Gift did not want 
any elevation difference between their 
home, the adjacent workshop/office/
guest space, and the large, perfectly 
flat wood deck in the front yard. In fact 
only a single step can be found on the 
wheelchair-accessible property’s entire 
lower level.

Tim says that Sarah, especially, 
favors modern architecture and fixtures 
— from sleek lighting and sinks to black 
paint on the cabinetry by Mark Gaech-
ter Custom Woodworking of Creswell 
— in the spirit of Dwell magazine. “My 
wife is heavily into modern, especially 
the mid-century modern of the ’50s and 
’60s,” he says.

He favors traditional design as well 
as modern. But all things considered, 
the couple’s boxy home has the whole 
package.

Staff writer Kelly Fenley can be contacted at 
sp.feedback@registerguard.com.

Tim Gift, Sarah Peterman and their daughter, Ada, gather at island cooktop with concrete coun-
ters. Sarah, a metalworker, framed the island in steel before pouring the concrete. In the bath-
rooms (lower photo), black oak milled from trees on the property frames tubs and pedestals.

By stacking upper level on lower, upstairs mas-
ter bedroom also has view of Fern Ridge Lake.
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