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Huck, Alexandra, Tana 
and Adrian float and fish 
on a pontoon on their 
property beside 
Raquette Lake in north-
ern New York State. 
North of Toronto, the 
region is under a metre 
of snow for six months 
of the year.

Cooking on a fire, washing in the lake:  
how expat New Zealander Adrian van Schie 
and his family get o! the grid in New York’s 

Adirondack Mountains.
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The Great Camps of the 6.1 million-acre 
Adirondack Park in New York State are a piece 
of American architectural history that almost 
didn’t make it into the 21st century. Just visible 
on the heavily wooded slopes that knit the edges of 
the area’s many lakes, their simple lines and peaked 
shingle roofs are a hybrid of Scandinavian, Japanese, 
Himalayan and Alpine architecture, featuring rustic, 
native materials such as logs and stones.

In the language of the Iroquois, Adirondack means 
“bark eater”. It’s wild, one of the last places in the north-
eastern US to be explored, a remote area where land 
was cheap. In the mid 1800s, wealthy families from New 
York City and its environs began to move to the area 
during summer to escape the sweltering city. They lived 
in often luxurious tents, fully equipped with oriental 
rugs, china and staff. Groups of cabins sprang up and, 
as the name Great Camps suggests, the homes became 
less holiday houses than family compounds, comprised 
of separate buildings with individual uses: dining 
structures, bunkhouses, games rooms, boathouses 
and storage sheds. It wasn’t until 1975, when Syracuse 
University announced plans to flog off a Great Camp left 
as a bequest, that preservation efforts were galvanised. 

“This place is still a magnet for a certain type of per-
son,” says Adrian van Schie, an expat New Zealander 
who, with his American wife Alexandra Perce, designed 

their family's low-impact camp. Built with local, native 
materials and hand tools, and with the help of another 
expat, Phil Dixon, and a revolving cast of unskilled help-
ers and family members, the project required 35 tonnes 
of building materials to be ferried across the lake on  
a friend’s barge, as the camp has no road access.

Clearing as few trees as possible, the couple used 
untreated, rough-sawn local timber, engineered lumbe r, 
and a standard tin roof. The rocks in the fireplace were 
dug up on the property, the posts on the porch made 
from trees on the site. Inside, everything is either 
homemade or requisitioned: hooks fashioned from 
twigs, the sink from Alexandra’s sister’s farmhouse, a 
countertop made from wood that was once a truck bed. 
The Hudson's Bay blankets, Coleman lanterns and old 
snowshoes that give the house its classic Americana 
vibe were all from second-hand shops in the area. The 
New York City park bench outside was an urban find, 
discovered just around the corner from the family’s loft 
apartment on Manhattan’s Bowery. 

“These places are self-selecting. Summer is short, 
so for people who want consistent hot weather, it’s a 
bit rugged and extreme,” says Adrian. “Add to that the 
restrictions on building – you can’t have a big driveway 
or a glass-box house. So there are rustics and hermits, 
but it has also always attracted aesthetes, intellectuals 
and outdoorsmen who appreciate how beautiful it is.”

Left The cabin and 
its surrounds were 
designed as a smaller-
scale version of a great 
camp: one main building 
with various outbuild-
ings, all made with local 
and native materials. 

Above Huck and Tana 
play in the family room, 
which is furnished with 
found items, including 
moose antlers discovered 
on the property. The birch 
bark door panels were 
crafted from a single tree.



Adrian was introduced to 
the basics of wood-frame 
construction before leaving 
New Zealand".".". He reads 
voraciously, and then simply 
works out how to make  
things happen. 

The living space 
includes a sleeping loft 
and built-in day beds 
that provide extra stor-
age. The floor is painted 
plywood; the sofa once 
resided at Carnegie 
Camp, one of the origi-
nal Great Camps. 
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Alexandra’s father bought the land – four acres on 
Indian Point, a birch, maple and conifer-clad promon-
tory on Raquette Lake – about 40 years ago. When she 
and Adrian first started dating, the couple would come 
up here and stay in the lean-to her family built, a simple 
shelter with a sloping roof that is open to the elements. 
“It was incredibly romantic,” she says. “We’d go for a 
swim first thing in the icy water, then make tea over 
the fire and jump back into bed.”

Alexandra, a film and television producer who once 
turned down a job on Titanic because of the dreadful 
script, had an outdoorsy upbringing in New England, 
with summer trips to Martha’s Vineyard and, she says,  
“lots of Labradors”. Her father eventually handed over 
ownership of the land on Indian Point to her and her 
siblings and, as time went on, it became obvious that 
the site needed more substantial accommodation to 
cater for old and young alike.

The couple's nine-year-old son Huck has been 
camping here “since the day he was born”, says Adrian. 
He and his six-year-old brother Tana, who the couple 
adopted in Ethiopia, have an encyclopaedic knowledge 
of the flora and fauna and are seemingly fearless, fling-
ing themselves off the dock, catching toads, clambering 
five metres up to the under-construction tree house, 
and building fires. “After the constant supervision and 
structure of New York, I want them to be able to just go 

[Huck and Tana] have an 
encyclopaedic knowledge  
of the flora and fauna and 
are seemingly fearless, 
flinging themselves o!  
the dock, catching toads, 
clambering five metres up to 
the under-construction tree 
house, and building fires.

The boys' untamed 
playground is a class-
room of sorts, providing 
them with an unadulter-
ated experience of the  
natural world. Otters, 
beavers, moose, bears 
and porcupines are 
among the wildlife spot-
ted on the property.
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Right The bedroom has  
only screens and shut-
ters for windows, no 
glass. 

Top right Two outdoor 
fireplaces fuelled by 
wood from the surround-
ing maple, hemlock, 
birch and eastern white 
pine trees provide an 
alternative cooking site. 

Top left Huck takes a 
running leap into the 
lake from the dock.

Above Tana on the lake. 
Far away from the lure of 
television and video 
games, the kids' needs 
are wholly satisfied by 
the basics. 
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a loft that sleeps half a dozen, a bunkroom for six kids, 
and a simple screened bedroom at the back. The couple 
sleeps on an outdoor bed covered with a mosquito net 
on the side porch. The dining room is screened in on 
the opposite porch. 

There is no electricity or bathroom, and water is 
hand-pumped from the lake to a pressure tank. The out-
house is a 100-year-old hand-hewn structure reached  
via a winding walk through the woods. The family 
bathes in the lake and often cooks over a fire. A skylight 
in the main room provides passive light, and the fridge, 
stove and wall sconces run on gas. Adrian is about to 
add a composting toilet and a small solar-powered  
system that will run the water pump and some lights  
in the bedrooms. 

It’s hard to imagine it being any simpler – and it 
works. “If you think of going without a whole lot of  
crap as privation, then something like this won’t work 
for you. But if you think of it as an interesting way to 
live, then it will,” says Adrian. “I just wanted some-
thing that would satisfy only basic needs, a way to 
really be in the wilderness, not just look at it through 
a window.” 

play,” says Alexandra. “The practice in Manhattan is 
to send kids to summer camp to learn archery or what-
ever. But they already have adults telling them what to 
do from 8am to 8pm every day during the school year. 
I want them to have absolute freedom in the summer.”

Adds Adrian: “The kids have been bitten by water 
snakes, stung by wasps and awakened by bears. 
They’re not afraid of anything. Huck spent 31 days 
living in the lean-to in a cardboard box when he was 
three months old.”

Adrian came to the States in 1993 to complete a 
Master's degree at the University of Chicago law school. 
He was offered a job at a corporate law firm in New York, 
where he eventually became a partner, and stayed until 
2009. He left to work on personal projects that focus on 
sustainability, which allows him to spend more time 
with his family. Nowadays, he often clocks up around 
16 kilometres of exercise a day, between the school run, 
jogging and jaunts around the city.

He was introduced to the basics of wood-frame 
construction before leaving New Zealand while helping 
to renovate a house in Wellington. He reads voraciously, 
and then simply works out how to make things happen. 
“My original idea for the house was much simpler,” he 
says. Today the plan incorporates 80 square metres of 
indoor space, and 70 of porch area covered by the roof 
overhang. Inside, there's a lodge-style main room with 

Above left Still under 
construction, the sleep-
ing porch is little more 
than a mosquito net and 
handcrafted bed, with 
hooks for a few clothes. 

Left Huck chops  
wood for the fire.

Above right Hand-
crafted shelving on the 
side porch supports a 
collection of Swedish 
pressure lamps and 
railways oil lamps.



The New Zealander abroad 
talks designing and building 
his o!-the-grid cabin. 

How did you decide what to build 
here? The building style is typical of 
the region’s historic buildings, which 
were hand-built without machines or 
power tools and using local materials. 
The Adirondack style borrows from 
Swiss chalets, Himalayan buildings and 
Scandinavian cabins – wood buildings in 
remote locations designed to withstand 
huge snowloads. They provide basic 
shelter and exist to provide access to and 
maximise contact with the natural world. 
They're secondary to their environment. 

What did you get out of the proces s 
of building? I learned to design a 
structure where every component 
could be carried to the site by one or 
two people at most, with no cranes or 
forklifts. I also learned to build on a very 
small footprint and create no waste, as 
anything left over had to be carried out. 
I learned a lot about passive efficien-
cies, although some of that was learned 
after we built. I think we struck a good 
balance – there's nothing we need that 
we don't have. 

Q&A with Adrian van Schie
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Below An Adirondack 
chair on the pontoon.

Upper right Among the 
salvaged pieces in the 
cabin is the red front 
door from a 1920s NYC 
apartment; Huck floats 
on a tube in the lake. 

Bottom, far left  
Adrian van Schie.

Bottom left The interior 
has white pine walls with 
Douglas-fir mouldings. 
The ladder is by local 
artisan Jeffrey Sellon. 
The squabs on the day-
bed are covered with a 
Turkish kilim. 

Bottom right The lean-
to built by Alexandra's 
family is equipped to 
sleep six. A storage shed 
can be seen through the 
trees behind it. 

Bottom, far right Built in 
the 1920s and found by 
the family at a deserted 
camp in the area, the 
outhouse is the oldest 
building on the property.


