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here’s a Native American 
proverb that says your home 
is where your placenta is bur-

ied, and I believe there’s a certain truth 
in that. Many people grow up, leave 
home, and eventually “boomerang” 
back to—or near—their place of birth.

For me, that place is Wisconsin. Al-
though I’ve lived in many great cities: 
Freiburg, Germany; Budapest, Hunga-
ry; and the Twin Cities—I’ve always 
felt that Madison is the “it” place to live, in Wisconsin.

Marti wasn’t born in Wisconsin; she was born in Iowa, but she 
often jokes, “Madison is perfect for a lesbian who loves to bike.” 

She’s right. We love Madison’s sensibility: access to organic, 
locally grown food; a culture that welcomes us as a couple; prox-
imity to our families; access to Milwaukee, Chicago, and the Twin 
Cities; and a scale that feels right to us. 

Building Doris
We never planned to build a home. We planned to remodel our 

current home. We loved our neighborhood on Memphis Avenue on 
the near-east side, and felt that remodeling was more eco-sensitive 
than building.

But as John Lennon said, “Life is what happens to you while 
you’re busy making other plans.” 

Marti found the drawings for “Doris” (the name of our house) 
while trolling FSBO (For Sale by Owner) online. We both loved the 

lot where Doris would be built, I knew we would own the house. 
How did I know? There was a white birch tree on the perimeter of 

the yard, and at the time, Marti was exposing photographs on white 
birch bark. To me, that was the Universe saying, “This is it, Ryan.”

Since neither of us had built a home, our architect Chris Gosch 
(Bark Design) deserves enormous praise. One of the tools he used 

-
tionnaire that he instructed each of us to complete, separately. 

have as guests for dinner?” Another was, “What do you want to 

about how we’d live in the house, and took us away from (inane) 

single most important tool we used to co-create the space we now 
call “home.”

Marti’s and my responses struck a common chord: sanctuary. Be-
cause of my work—traveling the country as a consultant—and 
Marti’s natural tendency for privacy—we wanted a home that felt 
like a soothing, intimate den to restore and rejuvenate.
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Rebecca Ryan and partner Marti open their 
home to share what’s inside:  

Creativity.

Our Home
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I sometimes have corollary feelings about this house.  
We feel so incredibly lucky to live here that we feel a stewardship to live well in it.

This was an enormous task because we also wanted insane amounts 
of natural light! 

Somehow, Chris designed a home that gets sun at all times of the 
day, and still feels private and secluded. He set the windows very high 
in some rooms, and created whole walls of windows that face the 
woods in the dining room and lounge. He also built “wing walls”—
extensions of our house at just the right length—to make sure that 
passers-by and neighbors can’t see into our home. In effect, he was 
able to design what Marti calls, “Privacy without curtains.”

And of course we wanted a home that would be as “green” as pos-
sible. Doris has:

the cost of land. For comparison purposes, many homes in the area are 

these green features. We’ve:

These are a few of our favorite things ...
Our kitchen—like yours—is the center of activity in the house. We 

wanted our kitchen to be functional for cooking yet open enough to 

connect us to guests while preparing meals. So, Chris made sure that 

And because of the 19-foot ceilings, the kitchen and dining room feel 
much bigger than they actually are.

The glass garage door that opens from the dining room out to the 
-

pletely opened, creating a 9’ x 12’ entrance to the backyard. Because 
-

getting in. With the glass door open, you get a real sense of indoor-

woods are just outside. When Marti’s 89-year-old grandfather—an 
outdoorsman—visits us, he sits looking out that 9’ x 12’ screen and 
says, “I could just sit here and watch the birds all day.” And he does! 

Marti loves the lounge because it’s sunken. In the wintertime when 
-

ant heating makes the lounge one of the warmest in the house. And 

comes to us.
The upstairs roof deck is our favorite outdoor space. It’s completely 

private, and it is a great place to take a nap in the summer sun or share 
a glass of wine to wind down in the evening.

Marti adds, “We both came from homes that were very cut-up with 
small rooms and a lot of traditional, hinged doors. We hated this. Chris 
integrated mostly sliding doors throughout the house, making it feel 
more open.”

Living and Creating in Doris
I saw a fridge magnet once that said, “Please let me be the person 

my dog thinks I am.” I sometimes have corollary feelings about this 
house. We feel so incredibly lucky to live here that we feel a steward-
ship to live well in it. 

I think one of the most interesting things about living here is that 
because of the incredible natural views it feels very grounding and 
centering. But because of all the natural light and fresh air, it’s also 
a very inspiring place. My studio at home is in the front room on the 

create, and be productive. I lose all track of time in that space.
Marti puts it this way, “Because our house is so different, it doesn’t 

seem like we can have average thoughts here. The house is already so 
out of the box that it warrants out-of-the-box thinking every time.”
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rewarding if enough thought goes 
into the design and planning.

IDEAS Generating ideas about what 
your house should be and how you 
will ultimately use the house for  

-

DISCUSSION
begin discussing your goals and 
ideas with an architect or builder. 
They should engage in these con-
versations and work to provide solu-
tions that complement your ideas 
and are economical and sustainable.

MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING 

so take the time to interview people 

who will be involved in your project 
to ensure a good match.

SHAPING THE VISION

of what this house would mean to 
them—an escape and a place to be 
productive. Continued communica-

-
ment. The result provides them 
ongoing enjoyment and satisfaction.

BUILDING ON GOOD IDEAS, COMMUNICATION
Chris Gosch of Bark Design shares the essentials to designing and building the house of your dreams.


