


A PICTURE REALLY DOES SPEAK A THOUSAND WORDS FOR KAY 
DONELSON. THE CONCEPT BOARDS SHE CREATED WHEN SHE AND 

HUSBAND ANDY WERE PLANNING THE HOUSE THEY JUST BUILT NORTH 
OF FORT COLLINS CLEARLY ARTICULATED THEIR VISION TO THEIR 

ARCHITECT AND BUILDER.

Shedding Light
and

embracing earth

Part of that vision was to build a sustainable 
and energy efficient home. And that starts 
with someone who helps make dreams come 
true: the architect. Greg Fischer worked with 
the Donelsons for nearly six months design-
ing their green home. “They came with a lot 
of ideas, a lot of images that they collected 
from resources like Houzz.com and other 

collections. Kay, especially, spent hours and hours research-
ing design concepts that she and Andy liked and wanted to 
incorporate into their house,” says Fischer. “My job is to marry 
those hopes and dreams that the Donelson’s have with their 
budget and also within the site.”

The site set the tone for the home’s exterior. The original 
images Kay and Andy clipped leaned toward the Prairie 
School style, which originated in the Midwest with architects 
like Frank Lloyd Wright and Louis Sullivan, and was popular 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But Fischer felt 
the characteristics that hallmark the movement – the use of 
horizontal lines, flat or hipped roofs with broad eaves and 
windows assembled in horizontal bands – were too formal for 
the rural setting and took inspiration from the existing sheds 
on the property. Low-pitched roofs, reclaimed Wyoming snow 
fencing and corrugated roofing harken to the agrarian roots 
of the property. In fact, the name of the home, Shedding Light 

speaks not only to the simple forms of the outbuildings but 
also to the home’s passive solar capabilities.

Proper orientation of the home on the site contributes to 
the passive solar design of the residence. The east-west axis 
of the house was elongated so that both the southern and 
northern exposures were as large as possible. Large south-
facing windows let in light (and mountain views), which 
helps heat the interior in the winter when the sun is lower 
on the horizon. Fewer windows on the northern exposures 
control heat loss on the naturally colder side of the structure. 
Overhangs help lessen how much sun comes in during the 
summer months, ensuring that the home isn’t overheating.

Lee Barker was the general contractor on the project. 
His company, Lee Barker Builder, has been building energy 
efficient residences in Northern Colorado for over 10 years. 
Barker firmly believes in passive solar design. “It can reduce 
heat consumption by up to 50 percent, especially when you 
factor in the glazing on the windows. These windows are 
specially glazed to let in half the heat gain of a normal Low-E 
window,” he explains. Low-E, meaning ‘low emissivity’ is an 
extremely thin layer of metallic particles, or more commonly 
several layers, applied to the glass that allows the glass to act 
like a sieve. Long wavelengths, or heat, are filtered out, while 
short wavelengths (the visible light spectrum) are allowed to 
pass through. Simply put, Low-E windows keep the house 
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warmer in the winter and cooler in 
the summer.

Andy’s dream was to have a home 
heated and cooled with a geother-
mal system, and as a manufacturing 
specialist at Woodward, he appreci-
ates the technology. “We had three 
300-foot wells drilled to provide the 
geothermal,” he explains. Geothermal 
systems work by using the thermal 
energy of the earth. Below the frost 
line, approximately 10 feet down, the 
earth maintains a constant tempera-
ture of about 54º. Since this is warmer 
than the air temperatures in winter and 
cooler than summer temperatures, it 
is an efficient way to heat and cool 
a home.

Pipes, called a heat exchanger, are 
dropped into the wells and filled with 
a solution of water and antifreeze 
that absorb the earth’s heat. These 
pipes loop back to the house and go 
through a heat pump that warms the 
air. In the summer, the system works 
in reverse: the warm above-ground 
air is cooled by the lower tempera-
tures of the fluids running through the 
heat exchanger. Shedding Light uses 
a forced air system to circulate both 
the heated and cooled air.

“Yes, it was more expensive to have 
the geothermal system installed,” 
admits Andy. “It costs about $38,000, 
whereas an HVAC system using gas or 
electric is closer to $15,000. But we 
won’t have any monthly heating or 
cooling bills. Eventually, the system 
will pay for itself.”

Insulation plays a big part in energy 
efficiency. So does the 2x6 construc-
tion. Barker explains, “the 2x6 con-
struction allows for thicker insulation 

Left: Andy and Kay Donelson had a 
vision for sustainable home – one that 
included a respect for the land sur-
rounding them. Right: Throughout the 
custom home repurposed materials 
and energy efficient features make 
the home a spectacular mix of beauty 
and smart design.

29
29Style 2013



than standard 2x4 construction, and that translates 
into a higher R-value.” Higher R-values reduce the 
rate of heat loss through walls, ceilings and floors. 
Barker chose blown fiberglass insulation for Shed-
ding Light.

While Andy was concentrating on systems and 
functionality, Kay was concentrating on making the 
house beautiful. The gourmet kitchen is a central 
feature. Not only is it smack dab in the middle of 
the house, it features professional grade appliances. 
There are no upper cabinets; instead, the Donelson’s 
chose to have a broad expanse of windows (south-
facing) that look out across the property towards 
the mountains. An adjacent butler’s pantry provides 
additional storage with matching cabinetry. 

Living happens on the main level. Though the 
Donelson’s have a full basement, they don’t have 
to descend the stairs to function on a daily basis. 
“That was intentional,” says Kay. “We wanted to 
build a home that would allow us to age in place. 
We planned features, like wider hallways, that will 
allow for a wheelchair if that ever becomes neces-
sary.” The master bath, with its walk-in shower, can 
accommodate life changes as well.

Lee Barker points to the small footprint of the 
house as another one of its sustainability features. 
“So many houses have floor plans that take up a lot 
of space,” he says. “This house, at just over 1,900 
square feet on the living level, doesn’t occupy a large 
space. It’s respectful of the earth.”

Kay, a second year beekeeper, has her own plans 
that will respect the earth. With an irrigation ditch 
running through the property, the Donelson’s are 
creating a riparian habitat for the many species of 
birds that pass through (and over) the property. 
Ultimately they’d like to add chickens, goats, alpaca 
and perhaps a pig to their existing menagerie of 
three little pugs.

“I’ve always wanted property,” says Kay. “My 
family had a ranch outside of Austin and my Dad 
always respected the property and talked about 
how much it meant to him. I guess that made an 
impact on me.”

Dad would be proud.

Michelle Venus is freelance writer residing in 
Fort Collins.

Builder Lee Barker (center), with his son, Alex (left), 
and architect Greg Fischer, says the overall design 
hinged on a respect for the earth. A geothermal 
system with hot and cold storage tanks heats and 
cools the home efficiently.  
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