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Mother Knows Best
One of Bozeman’s only female contractors emphasizes
practicality and livability in her Energy Star home
BY N ICO LE ROS E N LE A F R IT TE R
PHOTOG R A PHY BY
THO M A S LE E

O

n an average home tour, a builder will generally show off the
parts of a home that are, well, showy. Penny Murray — general
contractor and owner of Penny Lane Home Builders, LLC — is no
exception, pointing out a stunning custom fireplace and luxurious
soaking tub, among other distinctive features. Where things differ somewhat is
when she highlights the areas that so many people take for granted — an entryway here, a laundry room there.

Once she explains the careful thinking that
went into those areas, however, Murray’s ministrations make perfect sense. Areas that are much-utilized but little considered don’t get the short shrift
from Murray, an attention to detail that she chalks
up in part to her other job: mom.
“I find that I come at a project from a different perspective,” explains Murray, adding that she
thinks she might be the only female contractor
in Bozeman. “I am looking at the home from a
functional and design perspective, and the ability
to carry the design through in all the details is a
great advantage when you are the contractor. Being
a mom also gives me a very practical approach to
problem solving and design. I am a big believer in
functional mud rooms, kitchens, entryways and
laundry rooms!”
For example, in this, her own Energy Star-certified Bozeman home — which she based on a Not
So Big House floor plan and built herself — she
completely redesigned the entryway to better suit
Clockwise from top: Cultured stone accents the chimney of
this four-bedroom home. Quartz countertops in the kitchen
provide a durable and clean cooking surface. A large
opening connects the kitchen to the dining area and the rest
of the home.
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housed in the old Gallatin County Jail. Completed in
1. In these changing times, only this venue is
early December of 1911, the Bastille-like landmark
solely dedicated to the mission of preserving and
was one of the first local designs by noted architect
promoting the history of Bozeman, Gallatin County
Fred Willson. Government officials described their
and Southwestern Montana.
new facility as “one of the best in the West.” The
2. It has attracted national attention from the
Bozeman Chronicle agreed, concluding that Willson American Association for State and Local History
BY B. DEREK STRAHN
had “cooperated successfully...in perfecting the neces- for its “excellent activities and programs.”
sary future of criminal punishment in this county.”
3. It orients new residents to the story of the
In today’s rapidly
It was surprising (and more than a little embarGallatin Valley, thus giving them a meaningful sense
changing world, few
rassing) for everyone concerned, therefore, when
of place and belonging.
places safeguard the
six prisoners housed in the new jail escaped on
4. It promotes tourism and commerce. Between
past and preserve the
December 22, 1911. Two of the escapees were never
6,000 to 7,000 individuals are attracted to downtown
memory of what once
recaptured.
Bozeman each year to visit the research center and
was. One such place is
Despite this initial setback, Willson’s jail
museum.
the Gallatin Historical Society’s Pioneer Museum
remained in use until January of 1982. When prison5. It aids architects, historians, contractors, and
and Research Center.
ers were finally relocated to a new detention facility
property-owners in preserving our historic built envi“We are the keepers of the stories,” said John
at the Law and Justice Center, the Gallatin Historical ronments and cultural landscapes.
Russell, Pioneer Museum Director.
Society took over the entire building.
6. It is a valuable educational resource utilized
But in these economically difficult times, this
In addition to offering a variety of museum
by teachers and more than 1,000 school children each
under-appreciated local treasure
exhibits related to Gallatin County year.
needs our help. Like so many nonhistory, the Society also sponsors
7. It offers intellectually engaging volunteer
profits today, the Gallatin Historibook signings, guest lectures, bus
opportunities for people of all ages.
cal Society now faces an uncertain
tours, and an annual
8. It offers a simple way for locals
future.
history conference.
to
celebrate,
take pride in, and demP R E S E R VATI O N
As recently reported in the
Genealogy files,
onstrate respect for the area’s cultural
Bozeman Chronicle, the Society’s
manuscripts, scrapheritage.
2008 expenses outstripped its income
books, oral histories, and more
9. It offers an inexpensive and educational form
by $115,000. Complicating matters,
than 16,000 historic photographs
of entertainment.
the organization anticipates “a rather
fill the research center, offering a
10. This homespun operation is not institutionhefty increase” in its annual rent to
window into the past that “you just ally affiliated. It is funded primarily with local donaGallatin County when its current
won’t find anywhere else,” accordtions, not taxpayer support.
lease expires in 2011.
ing to Russell.
“We’re going to do everything
As an historian, preservationist,
The Gallatin Historical Society and Pioneer
we possibly can to keep this organiand educator, I consider the GallaMuseum is located at 317 West Main Street in Bozezation afloat,” Russell asserts. But
tin Historical Society and Pioneer
man. For more information visit their website at
lately he’s been wondering: “Does
Museum an absolutely essential
pioneermuseum@montana.com.
the community really think that it is
public resource. But for those readimportant enough to keep?”
ers still on the fence about offering
B. Derek Strahn is a historic preservation consultant
The Gallatin County Historitheir
support,
I
would
offer
the
and
teaches
social studies at Bozeman High. He can be
Gallatin Historical Society
cal Society and Pioneer Museum is
following “top 10” reasons:
reached at DerekStrahn@msn.com.
& Pioneer Museum

Celebrate the
Pioneer Museum

weather and simply to funcMother Knows Best Montana
tion better.
“Originally, the home was designed for a site in Rhode
Island, and the entry was a breezeway with a powder room that
was reached by going through the mudroom,” she explains, then
adds with a laugh, “It didn’t make sense, at least if your mudroom looks like my mudroom.”
In Murray’s incarnation, the entryway is a spacious enclosed
porch and the mudroom — which also offers generous storage
— is concealed. It was also designed to create a true separation
between the house and husband Dan’s favorite part of the house,
the attached three-stall garage. “I wanted an airlock between
the house and the garage for both air quality and energy conser-

A built-in bookcase separates the living
and dining spaces. Left, the stainless
steel surface of the refrigerator won’t
hold magnets, so this piece of sheet
metal was installed to give the home a
place for bulletins and accolades.

Today’s Technologies,
Yesterday’s Craftsmanship

vation purposes,” Murray explains.
Through the glass door that leads into the house
from the entryway, the first level is open and bright,
with gleaming floors made of pre-finished, carbonized,
strand-woven bamboo. The galley kitchen feels spacious,

SEE US FOR ALL YOUR

GARDENING NEEDS

12 YEARS EXPERIENCE
in Energy-Eﬃcient Construction
Remodels & New Construction
Residential & Commercial
• Super-insulated Buildings
• Reclaimed Materials
• Healthy Interiors
• Timberframing
• Solar Hot Water/Solar Electric
• Ground Source Heat Pumps
• Near-Zero-Energy Buildings
• DRAFTING SERVICES AVAILABLE

Contact:
Gray Davidson, Owner

406.580.1704

North 19th at Springhill Road

587-3406
www.cashmannursery.com

p

14 | at home March 17, 2009

March 17, 2009 at home | 7

Mother Knows Best

— all energy efficient — serve as the primary source of
lighting during the day, allowing for additional energy

savings.
Another gas fireplace is found in the master suite upstairs, this one featuring a
custom granite, slate and glass surround. An asymmetrical vaulted ceiling adds visual
interest to the spacious bedroom, with one side sloping into the area of the generous
master bath. Designed for relaxation and comfort, the master bath sports a large soaking tub and double shower with glass enclosure. Tile walls with a glass mosaic accent
strip set off the green slate floors and coordinate with the tempered glass vessel sinks.
Murray says that she can’t resist this room’s comforts. “I can get lured in here
almost anytime,” she says.
Another tempting place is the craft room she has set up in one of the other
bedrooms upstairs. She and her daughters, ages 10 and 11, spend a lot of time in the
room working on projects together there.
“We make cards and we do scrapbooking,” she explains. “It was important for
us to fit this room in.”
One of the most important aspects of the home is not visThe master
ible to the naked eye, however. Murray built the home to comply
bath features a
floating vanity.
with Energy Star certification, a set of guidelines set out by the
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and for solar orientation,” she said. She thought about installing photovoltaic panels or a hydroelectric system, but two energy efficient portable heaters keep the space warm for now. And in the summer, the cabin stays cool
enough that she can leave the door open to hear the creek rushing by.
Drilling into the concrete slab was more than Orser wanted to tackle,
so the structure remains without a built-in heating system or running water,
but it does have power. It isn’t a problem to walk across the yard to the
house for water to make coffee in the cabin, she said. But she did want a
toilet. Orser found a small composting toilet made in Canada that could be
vented through the roof and not be seen from outside.
The real creativity is evident in the interior woodwork and light fixtures.
Orser studied with Bozeman’s renowned glass artist Richard Parrish and
used her skills to create four fused glass fixtures made of brightly colored
opaque and translucent squares. Kelly built wood housings with decorative
square cutouts for the wall-mounted lamps, which emit light up to the ceiling and down on the work spaces. He also handcrafted the stunning wooden
valances over each window that repeat the wood cut-outs. All the building
interior woodwork is made of clear-coat fir, including the door trim.
For working surfaces, Orser bought trestles and had them topped by
a friend with sustainable wheatboard from Refuge Building in Bozeman.
Another friend from architecture school built her drafting table. What she
calls the “pièce de résistance” is the gorgeous conference table, built out of
Brazilian purple heartwood by Steve Wenzel. Its surface design echoes the
small squares theme found throughout the building.
The floors are a combination of recycled Italian porcelain tile from her
mother-in-law’s Billings kitchen, combined in an Orser-designed pattern
with large ceramic tiles and tied together with blue grout. Set over an isolation membrane for heating conservation, the floor is both very durable and
easy to clean. “I don’t worry about mud,” she said.

The walls are painted in tones of denim blue, cream
and faded barn red, slightly softer but similar colors
found in the lights. “For me, at the time,” Kelly admitted, “that opened up a different challenge. I was colorafraid then, but Ann showed me how they can be used.”

The cabin lies along a
small creek in the Trail
Creek Road area between
Bozeman and Livingston.
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in part thanks to dual-color maple cabinets.
“We didn’t want it to feel narrow, and the two cabinet colors bring the eye up,”
she notes.
Most of the countertops are Cambria natural quartz, which Murray says she
generally recommends to clients for ease of use.
“Granite isn’t totally food-safe and really needs to be sealed every six months.
Honestly, who takes the time to do that?” she says with typical practicality. She did
allow for one leathered granite countertop on the breakfast bar, however, since no
food is prepared there.
Behind the breakfast bar is a small dining area full of windows, designed to be
a sunny breakfast nook. A larger dining area sits between the kitchen and living
room, which are divided by a built-in breakfront featuring storage on one side and
bookshelves on the other.
“I had boxes and boxes of books in our old house that were literally in the
basement for 10 years in our old house, so I love these shelves,”
Murray enthuses.
Lots of natural
A gas fireplace with a reclaimed Douglas fir mantle warms
light illuminates
the living room, which also features paintings done by her grand- the master
mother and more abundant windows. The home’s windows
bedroom.

the cabin was topped with a new
Squaring Up History metal Finally
roof, and a deck and railing were built
over the concrete by Orser and her husband right to the water’s edge. Just a
few old tools are hung on the building near the door, some of the treasures
discovered as they hauled out cartloads of scrap metal at the beginning of
renovation.
The interior now has a definite Craftsman feeling, though in Orser’s
hands the style has been modernized and simplified. “The whole building is
ageless,” she said. “It won’t be out of style in a few years. That’s what I aim at
in all my work. I love to see all the new architecture in town, but I think in a
few years some of it will be very dated.
“I aim for the timeless and classic look,” Orser added. “And Mike, he
brings my ideas to life. For craftsmanship and beautiful work, I couldn’t
work with anyone better.” @
Nancy Kessler, a journalist and photographer for more
than 20 years, is a freelance writer based in Livingston.

Old tools decorate
the outside of the
cabin.
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Environmental Protection Agency. New homes must be at least 15 percent
more efficient than homes built to the 2004 International Residential Code to
meet the standard and must also include additional energy-saving features to
be 20 to 30 percent more efficient than standard homes.
To earn the Energy Star rating, Murray incorporated environmentally
friendly options such as Structural Insulated Panels, low- or no-VOC paints,
Energy Star appliances, a high-efficiency furnace, and an on-demand hot
water heater.
Murray says that she set out to showcase how efficiency and aesthetics can
exist together in one home, and that mission holds true throughout her wider
business. With a Bachelor’s of Environmental Design from Montana State
University’s School of Architecture, Murray says that starting her own business
has allowed her to use her design background and encourage green building.
“I want to show people that energy-efficient, healthy homes that are practical and beautiful are possible,” she says. “A green house doesn’t have to look
like a yurt.” @
Nicole Rosenleaf Ritter is the managing editor of At Home and Business to
Business.

Southwest Montana Building Industry Association
to a bygone era
Squaring Up History shrine
of Montana’s history,

A porch overlooks a small creek. Above, 300 square feet of
contemporary work space are contained within the old cabin.

but owner Ann Orser envisioned a way to bring
the cabin back to life, endow it with new purpose
and still maintain its historic integrity.
Orser, a native of England, and her husband
Gary, a computer systems administrator at MSU,
purchased the property in 1991. Part of the old
Miller homestead, their acreage contains the
cabin, a “modern” home built about 1923, and a
barn and several sheds. They fixed up the main
house while she attended Montana State University’s School of Architecture, graduating in 1995.
While focusing on getting her architectural
career going, Orser often contemplated the
cabin, used then as a dog house for their two
canines. “I thought about it for a long time,” she
said. “I wanted to create a simple structure that’s
flexible.”
First intended to be a guest house, Orser
realized the cabin could be the perfect home for
Frog Rock Design, a residential architecture firm
she opened in 2000 with partner Tammy Minge.
Her solution: erect a new building within the
cabin’s shell, using recycled or sustainable construction methods and materials.
Orser drew up plans in 2003 and began
looking for a contractor. She stopped after her
first interview with Mike Kelly of Rocky Mountain Woodwright in Bozeman. “The appeal of
working with Mike is that we share the same
mindset,” she said. “Everything in this building is
a collaboration between Mike and me.”
Originally from Connecticut, Kelly had

learned construction in Missoula. He had opened
his own business only the previous year and was
thrilled to land his biggest project at the time.
Kelly says he is “fascinated by sustainability” and
shares Orser’s environmental approach.
“I was intimidated at first knowing she was
the owner and the architect,” he said. “I remember thinking, ‘Oh no, this is going to be really
challenging,’ but we had such rapport, and the
ability to communicate. This project flowed from
inception to completion.”
Since none of the cabin walls were at right
angles, Kelly was challenged to build a square
structure of two-by-fours within the shell of
eight-inch diameter logs. “You should have seen
it,” Orser said. “Mike had lasers set up at all
angles to make sure the walls were straight.”
Kelly filled the spaces between the logs and
the interior walls with “tons” of close-cell foam
insulation. Construction caused an interior loss of
about six inches in length per side. In fact, Orser
laughed, the existing conditions required them to
create “an inside-out building, with sheathing on
the inside of the studs rather than outside.”
The original cabin, situated south of the
creek, had only one entrance on its south end – a
gaping five-foot hole that once held a sliding barn
door. Orser wanted a view of the creek to the
north, and a real doorway, so Kelly cut windows
on the north and west and a doorway on the east,
adding an entry canopy of recycled barn wood.
He used the removed logs along with a large
window to fill in the south wall.
“The windows were important for the views,
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