
SPOKANE CDA LIVING  / October - November  2010         103102          SPOKANE CDA LIVING  /  October - November 2010   www.spokanecda.com

by Blythe Thimsen   photos by Alan Bisson

An Autumn Escape
T

he warmth of 
the fading summer 
sun soaks into the 
cushions of the deck 

furniture, making this 
the perfect time of year to 
sit and relax. the glass-
topped lake is void of the 
jet skis and speedboats of 
the summer, their owners 
having returned to houses 
and offices in the city. 
fall is the best time of 
year to enjoy life on the 
lake!

 for merrel and marie 
olesen, the arrival of 
the cool fall weather 
is a bittersweet time. 
they only have a short 
while until they return 
to Southern California 
for the winter months. 
residents of two states, 
the olesens have lived 
most of their lives in 
La Jolla, California, 
but five years ago they 
made Coeur d’alene 
their second home, after 
building a custom home 
in Black rock. 

The rich tones of the wood and furnishings in the 
living room warm up in the afternoon  sun, which 

fills the room with a soft autumn light. 
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“we had previously looked at Iron 
horse in whitefish, montana,” says 
merrel. “we were in escrow when 
September 11th hit, and it frightened us 
economically, so we bought our way out. 
when we realized it wasn’t going to be 
the great economic crisis people thought, 
we started looking again.” 

merrel’s parents lived in farmington, 
washington, only 50 miles from Black 
rock, for close to 50 years, so the area 
was well known and attractive to them 
for quite a while. when they heard, 
in the spring of 2002, that there was a 
private club opening near Lake Coeur 
d’alene, they jumped at the opportunity 
to learn more. 

“I had always wanted to be near 
mountains, water and a golf course,” says 
merrel. when they heard about Black 
rock, they looked it up online and filled 
out the inquiry form and soon flew up 
here to see it in person. 

“It seemed perfect for us,” says merrel. 
“It was close to my mother, had water 
views and hills and mountains, and it 
had golf! It actually seemed like a better 
fit for us then the whitefish deal, and 
we had always had the idea that if we 
got a second home, we’d like it to be a 
log home.” their sales agent directed 
them to randy Campbell of Campbell & 
Campbell, as a great pick to build a log 
home for them. 

the olesens actually built two log 
homes at Black rock. “we built the first 
home to live in, and the second home as 
a spec house,” says marie. “It turned out 
we decided we’d rather live in this one.” 
the first house – a sprawling log home 
situated on a rolling hill, was their home 
for a year. at that time, merrel wasn’t yet 
retired, so they were only able to spend a 
few weeks there in the summer.  

“the other house was wonderful,” says 
merrel. “In truth, though, this house has 
turned out to be better for us.” retired 
four and a half years ago, merrel and 
marie now spend every summer up here, 

full-time, and enjoy their second Black 
rock home, built closer to the water, 
with incredible views of the lake. 

Building two houses, they didn’t 
have time to worry about the details as 
much on the second home as they did 
on the house they originally planned for 
themselves. “we may have spent more 
time worrying about the details in the 
other house, but we built this house 
to please us, too,” says merrel. “we’re 
probably some of the very few people 
in the world who built two houses with 
zero stress. It was probably one of the 
best experiences of our lives as a married 
couple.”  

Part of what made it such an enjoyable 
experience was the great relationship 
they had established with Campbell and 
his wife, mary. “we ended up with very 
strong feelings that randy and mary 
could teach construction at harvard, no 
problem—if they taught construction at 
harvard,” says merrel.

of course, building in such a beautiful 
setting didn’t hurt, either. “I think it is a 
lovely area,” says merrel. “It is all the best 
of the Pacific Northwest. It’s pretty and 
the weather’s great!”

“we call this an adult summer camp,” 
says marie. “the friendships are real and 
the relationships are very positive. my 
feeling is that people who are attracted 
here are drawn for the chance to enjoy 
life. there’s no international shopping 
experience, no nightlife; the people 
who don’t care about those things end 
up being people who enjoy friends and 
family and who want to live their life and 
enjoy each other.” 

“It’s a different part of the world,” says 
merrel of life in north Idaho. he recently 
had to stop into the Social Security office 
in Coeur d’alene, and was so impressed 
with how kind the woman was who 
helped him, something not often found 
in larger metropolitan areas. 

“I like the juxtaposition of these two 
very different living spaces,” says marie, 
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the Olesen’s home provides an area in which to relax and enjoy the beauty of nature.
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comparing their home in Coeur d’alene 
to their home in La Jolla. “In La Jolla we 
look at the city lights out our windows, 
and live in a very contemporary pied-à-
terre. It is a blessing to have these two 
houses to live in. I am ready to get back 
to La Jolla after our time here, and then 
after being there a while, I am ready to 
come back home here.”

one thing that draws them back is the 
stunning scenery found just outside their 
door. “the single most magical times are 
when the full moon bounces off of the 
lake,” says merrel.

“I count full moons by about January, 
to see how many moons until we come 
back,” says marie. “the majesty of 
nature is so beautiful. merrel usually asks 
what I want for my birthday, which is 
in the spring, and I always say ‘to be in 
Idaho.’” 

“I want to see the condition of the golf 
course,” says merrel of the first thing he 
does upon return home, here. 

“for me, it is joy,” says marie of her 
feeling on the first night back in their 
home each year when they return in the 
spring. “for the first few nights I want 
to sleep with the drapes open to see the 
beauty of the lake and the mountains, 
even though that means the sun fills the 
room at 5 a.m. after a few days, I am 
ready to get some sleep.”

Sleep, rest and relaxation come easily 
in this home, which was built to provide 
a beautiful escape. “this house has a very 
good feeling of hominess,” says merrel. 
“It is warm, and somehow, I feel like it 
has a really good wood smell. I like the 
dining room, kitchen and our bedroom. 
I love the whole thing, but those rooms 
have special meaning to me.”

“there was no way I wanted a western 
log home,” says marie. “this log style 
is european log home.” to achieve that 
look, scorped, hand-hewn Canadian 
white logs were used. randy and mary 
Campbell went to Canada to hand 
pick the logs for the home, selecting 
ones which were nine inches thick and 
thirteen inches tall and more than 90 

The positioning of a fireplace at the far end of the deck not only creates a cozy area in which to sit, but it also 
serves as a buffer, creating a wall of privacy between the home and the neighbor’s house. Having separate 
sitting areas on the deck allows for different groups to mingle and have relaxed conversations during the 

Olesen’s frequent dinner parties, which often spill out onto the deck.
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years old. 
“this thing is living,” says Campbell, 

describing the log home. “It absorbs cold 
and heat, and maintains the temperature 
really well.” this particular log home 
is non-settling, meaning that rods have 
been used in the construction process to 
keep the home from settling, a process 
that normally happens in a log home. 

the beauty of the house is apparent to 
guests as they make their way toward the 
front entry. a tumbled paver driveway 
curves past an elegantly designed garage 
toward a gentle waterfall and stream 
that trickle past the house. a curved 
granite knee-wall borders the gentlly 
flowing stream. Stepping down off of 
the paved tumblers your feet land on an 
old railroad bridge with two granite rock 
pillars holding beams overhead, which 
support the roof over the entry bridge. 
this bridge is built with wide planked 
wood beams and thick spikes holding it 
together. 

the idea of the bridge came about 
when they olesens were faced with what 
to do for the front entrance of the house, 
which either needed a pass-over entrance 
above the stream, or it needed to be filled 
in completely. 

after crossing the bridge, guests are 
swept in through a hickory door that 
opens into an entryway with a low 
ceiling and thick beams overhead. a wide 
doorway to the right leads to a guest bath 
and to the private living quarters of the 
owners. 

through this door is also found 
the master bedroom, with a luxurious 
bathroom attached. the bedroom has a 
door opening onto a private deck with 
seating areas from which to enjoy a 
stunning view of the lake. a built-in wall 
of cabinets eliminates the need for extra 
furniture and also incorporates the rich-
toned wood used throughout the home 
into the bedroom. a dormer was added 
to the ceiling, which reaches to a second 
level and allows light to filter in, while 
also creating a unique decorative display 

Above: Is this the best view 
in the house? Hard to say, 

because there are so many 
great spots from which to sit 

and look out over the lake, but 
this one offers great views, 
shade, and a quiet escape. 

Not a bad place to spend an 
afternoon!

Right: Nestled around the 
waterfall that feeds the creek 

in the front of the house are 
plants that are hearty enough 
to transition from the summer 
weather to the cooler autumn 

evenings, all the while 
maintaining the beautiful look 

of the landscaping custom 
tailored for the house. 
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area. 
an impressive glass shower and 

attached jetted tub was created in the 
master bathroom. Because the shower 
and the tub share a glass wall, a unique 
showerhead had to be designed, using 
the faucet and tall pipes from a cast iron 
bathtub, allowing the showerhead to 
come off of the glass, where there would 
not normally be pipe access. the unique 
design created a diaphanous wall that 
looks toward six windows – three on 
each side– creating a windowed corner 
that overlook the lake. You can soak 
in the tub and look at the lake, almost 
believing you are floating on the still 
waters. 

Back in the living room, stepping out 
from under the beams, the living room 
ceiling soars 18 feet upward under a 
pitched roof. Double doors with windows 
on each side provide access to an outdoor 
living room on an enormous deck. “It’s 
funny. I don’t go out on the deck on 
my own that much, but visually, I just 
enjoy that space out there so much,” says 
marie. “It extends the house and appeals 
to me enormously.”

the focal point of the room, a large 
real stone fireplace, climbs the height of 
the wall.  Large glass doors open to let 
the sound of the real wood fire crackle, 
while screens keep the embers in. marie 
did not want a gas fire in the fireplace, 
opting instead for the beauty of the real 
wood fire.

the fireplace is a true masonry-style 
fireplace, which is beginning to be a lost 
art. It is made of concrete blocks, versus 
a metal insert interior. “I didn’t want any 
fake stone,” says marie of the fireplace’s 
exterior. “I have to say the fake stone has 
gotten so much better since when we 
built, but at the time, I didn’t want it.”

one thing she did want was the eye-
catching beauty of old wood floors. “I 
love our floors,” she says, referring to 
the wide-planked maple treated floors 
throughout the house. Purchased from 
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Marie’s passion and talent for table decorating is often put to good use in preparation 
for the many dinner parties she and Merrel host.
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a company in Los angeles, the specially 
treated light maple with a dark wash 
floorboards showcase a finish not often 
seen in a residential project.  “the floors 
are one of the best things in this house,” 
says marie. 

a second story loft looks down into 
the living room. the open-air loft serves 
as marie’s office, from which she works 
as a consultant in the plastic surgery 
industry, a full time job that is easier to 
do with the light that shines in the loft 
from the two large triangular windows at 
the top of the outer wall on the far end 
of the living room. Sweeping views of the 
lake are visible from here when you stand 
and look over the loft railing. hindsight 
is 20/20 though, and after building the 
house, merrel and marie realized that 

shaped hood that does as much by 
adding flair as it does by extracting heat, 
steam and succulent smells from the 
range below. 

a built–in table sprouts off of the end 
of a kitchen counter peninsula and seats 
three, providing an alternative to the 
dining room table, which is located off 
of the kitchen. a double farmhouse sink 
works with the black and tan checked 
backsplash, as well as the open slotted 
plate racks, to create a european style in 
the kitchen. 

the butler’s pantry opening off of 
the kitchen provides storage and a wine 
refrigerator, as well as a home office. 
Steps lead into the garage, making for an 
easy transfer of groceries from the car. 

merrel’s father was a craftsman, so he 

when they sat at the desk, the window 
and view were blocked by one of the 
massive beams on the ceiling. they have 
decided to extend the two triangular 
windows’ height by one log, hence, 
allowing the spectacular lake views to be 
seen when sitting at the desk. 

Descending the stairs from the loft 
brings you into the living room, just in 
front of an arched opening that leads 
into a large kitchen and dining room 
combination. 

“I was much more thoughtful about 
details in the other house because I 
thought we’d live there,” says marie. “I 
made much ‘quieter’ choices for that one 
than I did for this house.” one “loud” 
choice she made for this house, which 
she would not have picked out had she 

known she would be living there, but 
that she now adores, is the backsplash 
in the kitchen. a bold black and tan 
checkerboard pattern, it is bold and loud, 
drawing the eye to it as soon as you enter 
the room. though marie would not have 
chosen it for a home she was planning to 
live in, she now considers it one of her 
favorite aspects of the kitchen. 

a birch bark canoe, made by Bill 
hoffman in minnesota, hangs from the 
ceiling in the kitchen. the fact that a 
canoe can hang from the ceiling and not 
overpower the space gives an idea as to 
the grandness of the kitchen’s size. 

Grandness is also found in the design 
of the kitchen. a Lacanche six burner 
gas-range and a wall-based hot water 
spigot are housed under a tiled hexagon 
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Attention to detail and a unique look was given to each of the three guest bathrooms in the house. 
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picked up some of the skill, and it was no 
stretch of the imagination to decide what 
he wanted to do with part of the garage: 
he turned it into a woodshop. 

It isn’t woodworking alone that 
occupies merrel’s time. when he 
is not out practicing his golf swing 
or woodworking, he also dabbles in 
gardening, and he started the first 
community garden at Black rock, 
which is now half an acre and is tended 
to by 25 families. Some of the bounty 
of the harvest often finds its way onto 
the olesen’s table for dinner parties and 
gatherings with friends. 

Back in the kitchen, the room opens 
into the dining room, which is light 
and airy, compliments of the walls of 
windows on two sides, one of which 
opens out onto the deck, emptying into 
a large living room-style seating area and 
an outdoor fireplace. 

Dominating the airspace in the 
dining room is a massive fallow deer 
antler chandelier. (It should be noted 
that all the antlers are naturally shed, 
and no animals are hurt in creating the 
chandelier.) Light from the chandelier 
falls onto the dining room table, which is 
actually two game tables put together as 
one large table. 

“In the mid 1960s, I saw a feature on 
an apartment dining room,” says marie. 
“It had a parsons table that seated four, 
and two parson’s side tables that, when 
put together, matched the size of the 
dining table and made a larger table for 
family occasions.  I never forgot that 
concept. for this house, I found one of 
these game tables and, remembering that 
long ago room, I bought a second. I put 
the two together. I separate them for 
card parties, then bring up the sides that 
make them into round tables for dinners 
for 12 to 14 – all of this because of that 
room long ago.”

this table set-up provides versatile 
seating options for the many dinner 
parties hosted by marie and merrel. 

“It’s a shared interest,” says marie of the 
dinner parties. “If merrel wouldn’t agree 
to help with it, that would be too much 
for me to do alone.”

those dinner parties often spill out 
of the dining room and take over the 
deck, which stretches the length of the 
house and has four seating areas. the 
deck is over-engineered, meaning it is 
built to withstand more weight than it 
will likely ever encounter, so it cannot 
be overloaded. Large timbers securely 
support the entire deck. the railing 
around the deck uses aircraft cables to 
provide a secure yet nearly camouflaged 
safety edge. Cables are also installed 
along the roofline, hoisting massive 
potted plants in place. 

the house was situated on the lot 
so that as much privacy as possible is 
achieved. on the far end of the east side 
of the deck a large stone fireplace creates 
a privacy barrier, blocking off views 
of a neighboring house, and creating a 
cocoon of privacy. 

after a few years of outdoor dinner 
parties, the olesens realized they needed 
a staging area where all of the food 
could be placed, so they added on a 
side deck, off of the main portion, and 
created an outdoor cooking area and a 
side table crafted with a beautiful and 
durable concrete top sealed for protection 
from the weather with a vibrant reddish 
orange shine. 

a gate at the base of the deck’s stairs 
keep any animals, like the numerous 
local deer who may wander through 
the area, off of the deck and out of the 
food area. for those of the two-legged 
variety, who are welcome on the deck, 
this stairway provides access to the 
lower level of the home, and to the three 
private patios and a hot tub, located on 
this level. the property drops off on the 
west side of the house, so on the lower 
level, a raised deck extends out off of the 
concrete private patio.

Inside the lower level, a light colored 
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pine was used, maintaining the 
Northwest cabin feel of the home, while 
also making it visually different from the 
main floor of the home. a stone fireplace 
with a granite hearth and mantle almost 
audibly invites you to gather around 
the fire. the hickory-topped bar in the 
corner creates an entertainment area that 
has splashes of color thanks to marie’s 

keen eye for decorating. 
In one of the two guest suites, an 

inlaid tile design in the bathroom was 
created by a client of the olesen’s from 
La Jolla, bringing a bit of their Southern 
Californian life into their Northwest 
life. “I copied the sink in our guest 
room from a picture in a magazine,” says 
marie. “Now, the tables are turned, and 
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our house is in the magazine, hopefully 
providing ideas to other women.” 

Double doors open off one of the lower 
bedrooms onto a private patio with views 
of the lake, and a fireplace by which to 
sit on crisp fall evenings. hand-trowled 
walls with faux painting that look 
authentically tuscan were accomplished 
thanks to the hard work of a local 
craftsman. when creating a wall like this 
it was essential to have one person do all 
of the work, even though having several 
people working on it at once would be 

faster. each craftsman has their own style 
and touch, and if there were to be more 
than one person working on the walls, it 
would be easy to see where they stopped 
and the other began. By having one 
person work on the entire room, there is 
a consistency to the style and the color. 

this tuscan design is something 
marie picked up as she was gathering 
ideas for this home. “I’ve been fascinated 
by pictures of homes and apartments 
since I was young,” she says. “for years, 
I kept files of rooms I liked and used 

that to develop my own taste. I did 
this when we were building this house, 
looking for pictures of log homes in 
the U.S. and europe to help me form a 
concept. Because I get so much pleasure 
out of looking at other people’s houses in 
magazines, I am willing to share ours,” 
she says. “I’ve gotten so many ideas 
from magazines; I’ve looked for years. It 
is a special privilege to be able to have 
our home provide ideas for the next 
generation of women who care about 
making their homes a special place for 
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 Wright Brothers Sunrooms LLC     

The kitchen and dining room are 
two of the most beautiful and 
most often used rooms in the 
house. Note the canoe hanging 
overhead, as a way to gauge the 
size of the room. Also noteable 
is the checkerboard backsplash 
that Marie said she probably 
would not have chose had she 
known she would be living in the 
house, but now she loves it. It 
ends up being a beautiful accent 
against the wood in the room. 
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Below: A bar area on the lower level is the perfect place for Marie to use some of her 
more colorful and whimsical  pieces, which, though she at first could not picture in a 

log home, provide great contrast, color and fun. 

Above: Thick beams are overhead in the 
foyer, but upon stepping into the living 

room the ceiling soars upward. 
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their family and friends.” Perhaps 
someone out there is doing just 
that, as they pull up their own deck 
chair and enjoy the warmth of the 

fading summer sun, anticipating 
the arrival of fall, and dreaming of 
creating a beautiful home of their 
own. 
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