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nowing that Yellowstone Club members 

Todd and Melissa Thomson and their fam-

ily are avid skiers and snowboarders, it’s no surprise 

that the view from their new home’s kitchen window 

stares directly at one of the ski area’s signature runs 

on Pioneer Mountain. The home, dubbed Headwaters 

Camp by the Thomson family, sits on a majestic 22-acres, 

nestled in the forest between two meandering creeks 

and four ponds. The inspiring views and natural setting 

are only part of the story of Headwaters Camp, which 
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has received the LEED (Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design) Platinum certification from the 

United States Green Building Council — the first home 

in southwest Montana to achieve that status and only 

the third home in the state to receive any certification 

from the USGBC.

The cabin-like home is a collaboration between 

builders Highline Partners of Big Sky, Bozeman’s 

Dan Joseph Architects and green building consultants 

Kath Williams + Associates. It manages to provide 

the Thomson family with all of their needs within a 

small footprint and an incredibly efficient and energy 

saving design.

Previous Page: headwaters Camp sits on a 
geothermal pond that heats the residence, while 
providing summer recreation for the thomson 
family and their guests. Above: trails abound 
on the headwaters Camp property and con-
nect with other trails leading into the Lee 
Metcalf Wilderness and nearby Cedar Mountain. 
Opposite: the cozy living area features ceiling 
beams made from standing dead trees found in 
Montana’s bitterroot valley, as well as a Leed-
certified fireplace with airtight glass doors and a 
fully insulated chimney.

“I think the success of what was created is a 

reflection of a great team effort,” says Todd Thomson. 

“I was determined to build a LEED certified home that 

reflects my values as an environmentalist and board 

member of the World Resources Institute. If we take 

the time and effort to be smart about how we build and 

how we live, it has an enormous positive impact.”

Building in such a way is no easy task, as there 

are more than 100 variables required to achieve 

Platinum certification—the highest level certified by 

the USGBC. For the Headwaters Camp, trees taken 

from the property were used for interior trim and 

the roof over the car port. A grey water reclamation 

system stores water from bathroom sinks and show-

ers and reuses it for drip irrigation and toilet flushing, 

while a three-kilowatt passive solar panel system ties 

in to the electrical grid. More subtle touches include 

Energy Star appliances, triple-paned windows, CFL 

light bulbs and dual flush toilets, along with many 

recycled and reclaimed local materials. The nearby 

barn features a composting toilet and a reclaimed, 

100-year-old tin roof. Throughout the entire building 

process only two dumpster loads of garbage were 

taken away, and 290 tons of wood were chipped and 

sent to Rexburg, Idaho, to be used for the heating of a 

manufacturing plant.

“For a young business like ours it is an incred-

ible accomplishment to have one of our early projects 

certified platinum,” says Highline’s Todd Thesing, 

who started the business with partner Rob McRae a 

few years ago. “We realize that the Big Sky market 

will always have a high number of second homes, 

but by educating the owners on “green building” and 

implementing practices prescribed by the LEED pro-

gram we are dramatically reducing the impact these 

homes have.”

“I was determined to build a LeeD certified home that reflects my values as an 
environmentalist and board member of the World resources Institute. If we take 

the time and effort to be smart about how we build and how we live, it has an 
enormous positive impact.” — Todd Thomson





Below: a recycled cabinet from gallatin 
gateway adds a splash of color to the kitchen. 
the picture window above the sink frames 
one of the family’s favorite ski runs on nearby 
pioneer Mountain. Right: bathroom: the sink 
in the master bathroom was converted from a 
large, reclaimed wooden bowl, complying with 
the family’s wishes to keep new materials to 
a minimum.

The signature pieces of the property are 

the four ponds that create an unmatchable atmo-

sphere and serve as a functional component to 

the energy-efficient geothermal heating system. 

Dan Joseph Architects worked with Bozeman-

based Allied Engineering and Major Geothermal 

in Wheat Ridge, Colorado to design the ponds 

and help install the keystone geothermal heating 

system, which has resulted in a 70 percent reduc-

tion of annual heating costs. Designed to mimic 

an alpine wetland, water is circulated through the 

ponds, connecting streams and small waterfalls, 

then brought into the house through a ground 

source pump system; the ponds are enough to 

heat additional structures built on the property in 

the future.

The Thomsons originally designed 

Headwaters Camp as a possible guest residence, 

but living in the 1,400-square foot cabin has caused 

the family to rethink how much space they really 

need. Indeed, the cabin’s design is functional and 

seems larger than the square footage indicates, 
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taking advantage of built-in cabinets and other space 

saving features.

“Todd and Melissa’s request was for an efficient 

cabin that contained the needed programming for 

serving the everyday necessities of life,” says architect 

Dan Turvey. “Both the cabin and barn convey strength, 

permanence and a sense of confidence amongst an 

overwhelming panorama of majestic mountains and 

weather extremes. The camp feels special, organic, 

original, well rooted and appropriate to place.” 

Upon entering the Headwaters Camp, it’s 

apparent that the welcoming design creates the cozy, 

intimate atmosphere of a cherished family camp. 

Flagstones are interspersed throughout the reclaimed 

fir floor, while hand-peeled logs frame the vaulted 

ceiling. Reclaimed materials are integrated through-

out the design — from the old railroad spikes used as 

coat racks to the antique, faded green hutch that was 

modified to become part of the kitchen cabinetry.

The open kitchen, living area and small dining 

nook provide plenty of room for entertaining, even 

allowing room for a pool table and a small home office 

beneath the staircase. The east wall of the cabin, nearly 

all windows, overlooks the spacious deck that feeds 

directly into the largest pond — inviting the three 

children and their friends to jump right into the water 

on hot summer days. 

“Overall our goal was to create a warm, charm-

ing and relaxing place for the family to come home to 

after their adventures in the mountains,” says Erika 

Jennings of Carole Sisson Designs in Big Sky. “To give 

it a camp-like feel we brought warmth and texture into 

the space by using scrubbed painted finishes as well as 

leather and rawhide accents. We also added recycled 

bits and pieces from local antique stores to give it a 

lived-in feel.”

The master bedroom is like a small cabin itself. A 

high, steep-pitched ceiling and barnwood walls give 

way to a set of windows and a door that are steps 

away from the creek, close enough to hear with the 

windows open. Highlights of the master bath include 

a shower with a river rock drain and a large boulder 

that sits within.

A stunning handmade antler staircase built by 

Secora’s Deadwood Creations in Gallatin Gateway 

leads to the loft area. Two twin beds house the older 

boys, while an antique gate leads to the younger 

daughter’s sleeping area, leaving plenty of room to 

play or read a book on the comfortable sitting area 

beneath a wall of small windows.

“The vision in creating Headwaters Camp was 

to create a family camp that feels and looks like it has 

existed for 100 years,” says Thomson. “I also wanted 

to create a living example to others that we can all 

build in a low-impact, energy efficient way without 

sacrificing beauty or comfort. If this inspires my chil-

dren and motivates others, then I consider it a great 

success.” 

Outside, the landscape evokes a sense of his-

tory grounded in the West, from the old growth trees 

and the hand-built log corral to a replica of an old 

Forest Service bridge that crosses the stream. A series 

of horse paths wind throughout the property, con-

necting to trails that lead to Cedar Mountain and the 

nearby wilderness. Clearly, Headwaters Camp func-

tions exactly as it was imagined.

Brian Hurlbut is the co-author of the Insider’s Guide 

to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks 

(globe-pequot press). his writing has appeared in the 

Oregonian, Montana Quarterly, Luxury Living, Big Sky 

Journal, Yellowstone-Teton Country, Big Sky Magazine, 

Outside Bozeman and more. he lives in big Sky, 

Montana. Audrey Hall’s photography appears in many 

national publications including Architectural Digest, 

The New York Times, Vogue, People, Newsweek and 

Harper’s Bazaar. She was the photographer on the 

book, Frontier house (Simon and Schuster, april 2002) 

and for the corresponding pbS documentary.
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The home’s orientation focuses on the stunning view 
of the Spanish Peaks. The vaulted ceiling in the great 
room is supported by trusses made from reclaimed 
Douglas fir with iron triangular webbing that lends a 
complimentary industrial feel to the space. 

W r it t e n by C h r i st i n e ro ge l

Photo gr a Ph y by K a r l n eu m a n n

Organic Living

Architecture

Reid Smith Architects

construction

Big Sky Build

interiors

Carole Sisson Designs

Custom details and a collaborative team 
lead to a mountain home that is anchored in place
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When determining where to build a 6,600-square-
foot home in Big Sky, Montana, architect Reid Smith and 
builder John Seelye brought a ten-foot-tall ladder with 
them. It didn’t matter that it needed to be grounded in 
the snow. Or that they were snowshoeing through the 
woods, dragging this cumbersome thing behind them. 
They set up the ladder and peered through pockets 
between the trees, determined to find the best place-
ment for the home’s great room. Ultimately, the spot 
where their client would eventually sit and take in the 
panoramic view of the Spanish Peaks. 
 Standing in the completed house today, Smith 
recalled, “We basically were down below on a 10-foot 
ladder and I was terrified it was going to fall, holding 
this thing in the snow. And then the owner was stand-

ing on top of the ladder while we were holding it and he 
said ‘I would love it if the great room was here,’ and we 
worked from that point forward.”
 From that site visit the home’s design unfolded 
organically, Smith said. The expansive view was the 
anchor, but capturing it wasn’t only about the home’s 
orientation on the site, it also needed be to achieved 
architecturally. Smith designed the great room as “an 
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appendage,” which was elevated above the tree line for lateral views that span the 
open floor plan, allowing the landscape to be visible from the great room, dining 
room, kitchen and front entry.
 “The homeowners had an emphasis about being in the living area a lot of the 
time, so we pushed this area out so that they were able to look out from the end and 
the sides as well,” Smith said. “And they were able to see around the trees.”
 The seven-bedroom and 
nine-bath house is a moun-
tain-style home with contem-
porary twists. Stylistically, it 
was designed with strength in 
mind. It’s well anchored to the 
landscape, blending in with 
its surroundings. The home 
includes refined rustic details, 
such as the timber-peg joinery 
in the great room, and there 
are also industrial components 
throughout, found, for example, 
in the triangular webbing of the 
great room trusses and in light 
fixtures, especially the large 
fixture that was designed by 
interior designer Erica Jennings 
of Carole Sisson Designs and 

aBOvE: Reid Smith designed a bar-like 
table top to intersect the island in the 
kitchen. This is both unique and func-
tional, Erica Jennings, interior designer, 
said. “It’s a tremendous detail on 
Reid’s part.” BElOw: Plenty of outdoor 
spaces, such as patios and balconies, 
ensure that the view can be enjoyed 
year round in the fresh air. 

lEft: Custom designed 
from floor to ceiling 
means attending to every 
detail. BElOw: A welcom-
ing front entry is a hall-
mark of mountain-style 
homes.
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manufactured by Fry Steel and Woodworks. Made from 
iron and rope, the fixture is a focal point at the home’s south 
end and is wrapped by a staircase leading to the second floor 
and basement.
 “Sometimes that industrial look goes antique because 
you can see the individual components and it’s very broken 
down,” Jennings said, noting that all of the artwork is vintage. 
“[The homeowner] loved to antique, so we had so much fun 
trying to create pieces that had a little of that flare.”
 The home’s interiors focuses on function and an organic 
contemporary style, which uses natural and indigenous 
materials but in a cleaner manner. Neutral colors and rich 
textures add cohesion throughout. 
 In addition to the view and gathering spaces, the 
homeowners also requested private areas where they could 
retreat. “There’s definitely an emphasis on the main living 
area and having those views but then as you go back into 
the house you see there are all sorts of pockets,” Smith said, 
giving examples of hidden nooks for bunkbeds upstairs, 
the office that is accessible by bridge and a sunroom located 
off the master bedroom. 
 “We really try to capture the essence of the client and 
the property and then just let it develop organically,” Smith 
said. “I don’t come with a prescribed design approach. There 

clOckwiSE frOM tOp lEft: Each bedroom has its own bath. Here, 
a natural stone sink adds a rustic touch. •  An outdoor fireplace is 
the perfect place to relax after a day on the slopes. “These are truly 
custom homes in every aspect. Every home is specific to the loca-
tion, the site, the topography,” said John Seelye, the builder.  •  The 
dining room is located off the great room. Large windows frame the 
view, which is visible from any seat at the table.   •  “We really strived 
to make this whole house very livable. There was nothing that was 
over-the-top showy,” Erica Jennings, interior designer, said. “It was 
designed so they could feel like flopping down after a day of skiing.”

aBOvE: A custom-designed light fixture spans the length of the home’s 
three floors. BElOw: A steam room is ensconced in stone on the lower 
level and is located directly across the hall from the ski room, a convenient 
feature on a cold day.

are things like views and open living that seem to be some-
thing that people will want, so there are some basic elements 
we try to do, but from a stylistic standpoint we wanted some-
thing that had a rugged quality, but then some sophistication 
to it that used materials that are natural and appropriate for the 
sense of place.”
 Builder John Seelye said the home’s success was in part 
due to the collaborative nature of the project. “For us, the 
most successful projects are when the owner, builder, archi-
tect and designer all get on board at the same time during 
the design phase. We’re all part of that cohesive evolution of 
concept because we are all talking from the very beginning, 
from the time we are snowshoeing into the site to the time 
we’re sitting here right now.”
 “Seeing how excited they were to snowshoe to that 
ladder, to helping design and pick out selections, and working 
with the architect, builder and designer and then seeing them 
walk in the house for the first time and then use the house — 
that is the best part. That’s why we do it,” said Seelye. “The 
view is secondary.” h
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