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DOWNSIZING • An environmentally-conscious family in Woolwich, Maine, 
reduces its carbon footprint by living small

he new house in woolwich, maine, is
testament to Ben Tipton and Michelle 
LaRoque’s belief that while they cannot 
change their past carbon footprint, they 
will do everything they can to reduce their 
children’s. Having designed and built an 
energy-effi cient house in Hartland, Vermont, 
they realized they could go even smaller. 
Their goal was to spend less on a mortgage 

and more time with their children. Most of 
all, they hoped to educate Mikail, 8, and 
Addison, 6, on what it means to be environ-
mentally responsible citizens.

The Vermont house was a modest 
2,000 square feet, but Tipton, a physician’s 
assistant and former construction worker, 
believed they could live simpler by being 

except for solar panels, 
this environmentally 
up-to-date home could pass 
for a simple Maine 
farmhouse. Family 
“staycations” are centered 
around the pool. T architecture: karolina kawiaka studio
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fewer major appliances mean the kitchen is less 
cluttered. Michelle LaRoque prepares snacks with 
Mikail, 8, and Addison, 6, at the simple steel and 
butcher-block worktable. Using concrete for fl oors 
and countertops kept costs down, and the tinted 
fi nishes jibe with the lively color scheme. Each 
cabinet pull is made from a stone.
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greener. LaRoque, a stay-at-home mother with 
a degree in counseling, made a list of their bare 
necessities. Together, they decided what they 
could live without: dishwasher, dryer, micro-
wave oven. A wood stove and a gas range lit with 
a match were givens. So was solar technology to 
supply electricity, heat, and hot water. 

Rather than an underground cave or some-
thing built of hay bales, the couple wanted an 
attractive, traditional-looking house that would 
be sellable should they ever move. Although 
Tipton wanted to build the house, he knew they 
needed the advice of an architect, whom they 
fortuitously found in the telephone book.

Karolina Kawiaka was able to guide the 
homebuilders on both design and environmental 
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issues. For starters, Kawiaka was against dig-
ging a basement: “Do not blast apart Mother 
Earth,” she admonished. A graduate of Smith 
College and the architecture program at Harvard 
University, she teaches at Dartmouth College 
in Hanover, New Hampshire, and is princi-
pal of Karolina Kawiaka Studio in White River 
Junction, Vermont. 

She understood that economy was more 
important than an aesthetic statement. For exam-
ple, she recommended that Tipton and LaRoque 
base their home on a 20-by-30-foot stock frame 
from the Shelter Institute in nearby Montsweag, 
Maine. She suggested using recycled materials, 
such as the doors found at Portland Architectural 
Salvage in Portland, Maine, wherever possible. 
Like other elements in the house, the sealed 
Marvin windows are standard sizes. To save on 
both water and space, the house has but one 
bathroom, and that has only a shower. 

The site, 6 acres of woods just across the 
Kennebec River from Bath, was also part of the 
energy-saving equation. Wood for the house was 

ben tipton and michelle laroque encouraged 
their children, Addison, 6, and Mikail, 8, to 
design and plant a snack garden, which became 
a private outdoor commissary for them. Starting 
with favorites such as peas, the garden
begins producing in early spring and continues 
with a rotation of plantings throughout the 
season. 

Growing its own food is a 
natural extension of the family’s 
sustainable philosophy and helps 
teach valuable lessons in how to be 
good stewards of the land. Plus, the 
children love to grab their favorite 
treats while playing outside. 

Tipton and LaRoque helped the 
kids site the patch between the 
pool and the sun-catching south 
side of the house, a location that 
makes it handy to both pick treats 
for immediate consumption and to 
bring the harvest into the kitchen 
for further preparation. 

Last summer, the green-thumbed kids were 
able to enjoy a bounty of munchies, including 
cucumbers, beans, and cherry tomatoes. This 
year, there may be additional crops, although 
cucumbers remain a favorite of Derby, the 
family dog. And, of course, everything is grown 
using organic techniques. 

GOOD ENOUGH TO EAT
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1. The exposed frame gives Michelle 
LaRoque and Ben Tilton’s Woolwich home 
the casual air of a summer cabin. 2. A 
screened-in porch extends the living space 
outdoors in warm weather. 3. A recycled 
door is mounted with barn-door hardware, 
so that it easily slides open and closed. 
4. Metal light fi xtures offer a no-nonsense 
decorative aesthetic. 5. The second fl oor 
is open to the living room below, making 
the small house feel large and airy. 
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obtained right there — a sawyer with a por-
table sawmill spent two days harvesting and 
milling the lumber. Additional cut trees feed 
the wood stove; the cleared land became a 
vegetable garden.

As construction time equals money, the 
house was designed to be built rapidly. The 
site was cleared in May of 2008 and the frame 
was erected in June. Sheetrock and struc-
tural insulated panels went up, and friends 
came around for a siding party. The house 
was enclosed in within 10 days, and the fam-
ily took up residence that September, with the 
fi nish work done by Thanksgiving.

Except for the solar panels, the house 
looks like a contemporary version of a no-non-
sense 19th-century Maine farmhouse with its 

45-degree standing-seam metal roof and ver-
tical wood siding. Inside, the exposed frame 
sets the tone of a comfortable camp in the 
woods. An open kitchen, dining area, and liv-
ing room wrap around the central chimney 
and staircase. 

Tipton fashioned a tinted concrete sink in 
the ground-fl oor bathroom, the base of which 
is a piece of oak harvested on the property 
(total cost: $12 for a bag of Sakrete). He also 
poured the concrete kitchen counters. Radiant 
heat makes for warm concrete fl oors. Upstairs, 
there are two bedrooms snuggled beneath the 
sheltering eaves. The children now share a 
room that can eventually be divided. 

Working with Kawiaka, the owners 
achieved their program: a 1,200-square-foot 
minimal house that cost $225,000, exclud-
ing the land. The price tag included $34,000 
for solar heat and hot water systems, and the 
house is already paying dividends in low 
energy usage. Rated at 25 to 30 R, the well-
insulated house will use 25 gallons of propane 

The average American 
family has a carbon 
footprint of more than 
20 tons a year; this 
clan now produces a 
quarter of that. 
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and a cord or so of wood in a year; the house 
produces nearly all the electricity it needs. 
The average American family has a carbon 
footprint of more than 20 tons a year; this clan 
now produces a quarter of that. 

Having a swimming pool seems at odds 
with building a house whose stated goal is liv-
ing simply. Yet Tipton and LaRoque wanted 
their kids to have fun. As their dad noted, 
“Construction of the pool cost a whole lot less 
than fl ying the four of us somewhere for a 
vacation.” Besides, the pool acts a “solar dump 
zone” in the summer — the family recently 
added a third rack of solar tubes, which gave 
them signifi cantly more heat and hot water 
last winter, but that means a surplus of heat 

in the warm months. Ever the 
careful energy auditor, Tipton 
proudly points out, “Even with 
the pool, our house costs us 

96 cents a day to run. That is our complete 
energy use!”

The house is small, but satisfi es its own-
ers’ desire for ecologically responsible family 
living in an intimate relationship to the earth. 
Says Tipton, “It perfectly meets how we want 
to live our lives.” �
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what evokes a New England summer more 
than a screened porch overlooking a meadow 
at the edge of the woods? Barefoot children, 
who have been actively involved in the 
building of their home, complete the picture. 

for more 
details,
see 
resources




