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Meeting the Ideal, the nexus of person and property 
 
   We humans have a standard, call it the Ideal, by which we 
define who we are by what we want (or think we should want). 
Whether a new car, a new friend or companion, or a new house, 
we have in our minds an ideal of what suits us perfectly - and 
then, challenged by reality and practicality, we make our reluc-
tant, but necessary compromises. The Ideal is seldom realized, 
but we keep striving to achieve it for our own satisfaction, or 
even to please someone else or meet some less personal objec-
tive. 
   Owning property is among the most widely held goals. Nearly 
every individual has in his mind's eye a visual ideal of what that 
property should be. That ideal 
varies according to function 
(primary home, secondary 
home, vacation home, multi-
family home, land without a 
home, or commercial property) 
and ownership type (freehold, 
leasehold, co-op, condo, time 
share, etc.}.  
   Let's focus on the property 
type prevalent in our region, 
the Upper Hudson River Val-
ley: primary and secondary 
homes. Outside of the Capital 
District (Albany-Troy-
Schenectady) the driving force 
in real estate is second homes 
for those who live in densely 
populated metropolitan areas, 
especially New York City, 
Boston and their environs. Ever 
since the Taconic Parkway, the 
NYS Thruway, and the Mass 
Pike were completed in the 
1950s, our region has been 
within the magic two-hour driving time for many New Yorkers 
and Bostonians. That accessibility created an accelerating shift 
away from locally owned village, hamlet and farm houses in 
favor of non-locally owned second homes for those seeking 
refreshments denied them in more densely populated areas: 
cleaner air, open spaces, green vegetation, broad vistas, water 
views, privacy and spacious living – in a phrase, THE GREEN 
HOME has characteristics only available in metropolitan areas 
at very great expense.  
    These criteria define the ideal for second homeowners. Since 
9/11 a second home in this region has taken on the additional 
quality of a refuge, a potential place of safety from the real or 
imagined dangers of urban living. With the prevalence of cate-
gory 5 hurricanes in several traditionally popular retirement 
locations,  retirement homes may prove to be an increasingly 
important part of our housing mix. If Amtrak ever actually of-

fers its proposed  high speed train service, we will see condos 
sprouting on river-view land near stations in order to accom-
modate daily commuters to the city -- which is in fact already 
happening in the Mid-Hudson Valley.  Even today from the 
New York City area it is quicker to get to the city of Hudson 
than to the Hamptons. Only a wearing-thin social caché is 
keeping the Hamptons crowd from our doorstep  as pricing 
disparities become absurd.  
     Thirty years ago THE GREEN HOME ideal meant a whole 
farm with a willing farmer to care for the lands and pay your 
taxes. No longer. Farmers are an endangered species, far more 
than the deer who eat your garden. If you can corral a working 
farmer, you may have to pay him to take your hay off, along 
with his curses for rutting "his" fields. No, today the ideal has 
shifted to a nice home with just enough land for privacy, that 
is, five to fifteen acres (depending on tree cover) to keep your 

like-minded neighbor out of 
site – except, of course, during 
Saturday night parties. Nowa-
days half the fields of years ago 
are going to seed, which is ac-
tually nothing new.  Farms 
have been going to seed for 
over a century. In the mid-
nineteenth century 94% of Co-
lumbia County was cleared for 
cultivation (on the flatter west-
ern lands) or sheep raising (in 
the eastern hills). The latter 
have primarily become forests 
again, which is good for 
GREEN HOME privacy and 
distant views. There are now so 
many "hill-topper" houses in 
the east that townships are 
passing laws against building 
on the crests of hills.  
   But the ideal still holds: if 
you can't get a view then at 
least get down in the hollow 
and scoop out a pond to look at; 

it has the same quieting effect. Whether placid water or calm 
views, both  are very much the opposite of noisy city streets 
and canyons of skyscrapers. 
   The ideal, of course, goes to greater extremes on the inside of 
a house than in its natural setting. With central heating (which 
is actually a misnomer for distributive heating), the importance 
of smaller rooms and closed doors for fireplace heating has 
long since disappeared. But those charming period houses so 
beloved by new owners who otherwise live in concrete co-ops 
don't have the open space and circulatory flow a more modern 
ideal calls for. Some rationalize the wonderful authenticity of 
their old house and just leave doors open. Others take down 
walls or add big rooms. Still others gut and rebuild, keeping the 
old outside and creating a modern inside, all of which results in 
a jarring visual dissonance frowned upon by many buyers. 
   The ideal shows up more obviously in renovations of  those 
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Among the ultimate kitchens is this one in Columbia County. 
Forty-two by twenty-eight feet, French limestone floor, two is-
lands, breakfast and sitting areas and two walk-in corner pan-
tries. Wall size windows flood the kitchen with light and land-
scapes. The antiques cupboards hold all manner of hand appli-
ances, plugged in and ready to work. Today's ideal kitchen is 
defined more by brand name than description: Garland, Sub-
Zero, Miele, Fisher& Paykel, Viking, and Franke. Did you 
guess? The kitchen addition is larger than the original house. 

 



rooms having to do with basic needs: bathrooms and kitchen 
(curiously, not the bedrooms). Important to many are large 
kitchens with the biggest, latest and most expensive stainless 
steel appliances – sufficient for a small restaurant as new-
owners anticipate showing off when entertaining their city 
guests. This idea usually pales quickly as amateur chefs find 
their weekend retreat and its "ideal" quiet and privacy becoming 
as hectic as city life.  Nonetheless the expense of the kitchen 
(often as much as a small house) is there to demonstrate the 
owners' taste and means.  
   Bathrooms have also gotten larger, assuming there is some 
way to shoe-horn them in: double or separate vanities, wall-to-
wall mirrors, glass-walled showers, boat-sized jacuzzis and hot 
tubs, the de rigueur bidet, heat or tanning lamps, and a tangle of 
personal appliances rivaling a workshop in complexity and con-
venience. It's a long way from the washstand and chamber pot of 
a century ago. 
   Storage is now a prime ideal criterion. Not long ago the attic 
and the basement took care of most storage needs, along with 
modest closets. Not so these days. All those commercial storage 
facilities sprouting up in our bucolic landscape are there because 
we have recently become serious consumers and hoarders. We 
buy things at a rate unimaginable to previous generations, 
thanks in part to the availability of a lot of cheap stuff often 
made in Asia. What has done wonders to keep our inflation rate 
low is now stuffing storage units with too-good-to-discard, but 
in fact unused things. When I was a kid all my toys fit in a box; 
today a child's toys don't even fit in a his or her room. It's not 
just kids either; it's the parents who now keep a library of books 
and a rifle company's quantity of clothes. Walk-in closets are 
not merely desirable; they are necessary. Because older houses 
had few if any closets, it's a major challenge to make closets in 
them today. Robbing one bedroom to create a big bathroom and 
closet is one way to do it. Another solution is to add a back wing 
where you can have all the open plan you desire without mess-
ing up the original floor plan of the house.  
     There are more subtle shifts possible in the ideal use of other 
rooms. Living rooms with fireplaces are now (and  traditionally 
have been) rooms of greater formality, even when less than 
comfortable for family purposes, even discomfort,  but at least 
they are there for "company." In tone they are still like the parlor 
of Victorian times and the Groote Kamer (great chamber) of 
Dutch times, where the most expensive art and furnishings re-
side for public display (although these days kitchens may out-
rank them for expense and showing off). For comfort we have 
long since developed the family room where kids, food and pets 
on the leather sofa are fine while watching  TV. The dining 
room, once as formal as the parlor, has become an eat-in 
kitchen, as entertaining others becomes less appealing for some.  
Not uncommonly we even see an amalgamation of the living 
and dining rooms, big enough to place comfortable chairs before 
the fireplace, with a dining table just beyond. 
   The newest interior ideal is a master bedroom and bath on the 
first floor. For many, recent catastrophic events have made 
spending vulnerable retirement years in big cities and storm-
prone warm climates less appealing. A roll-in-roll-out doorway 
to the patio and car are welcome for more than just lugging gro-
ceries. Without an addition most period houses just won't ac-
commodate a first floor bed and bath arrangement.  And if you 
already want an addition for a big, open-flow entertainment 
area, adding more space for master bed and bath group will 

stretch the addition's design to unsightly proportion relative to 
the main house. In real estate terms, over - expansion may cre-
ate something closer to a white elephant, especially in a slow 
market. 
   Speaking of over-building, for most people THE GREEN 
HOME ideal can be easily accommodated in a 4000 square 
foot house. Rarely in the past but more frequently in the last 
decade, houses of 5000 square feet and up have been built. 
McMansions we call them if unattractively derivative. Often 
built on small suburban lots, they attempt to overwhelm each 
other like the medieval stone towers of San Gimignano in Tus-
cany (there explicitly for inter-family rivalry) and, I keep hear-
ing, they are often under-furnished -- as if the facade alone was 
the ideal.  
   Since about 1990 many such houses have a dominant design 
motif:  multiple gables, usually false gables at that. Their ap-
peal is now ubiquitous despite the rantings of architects and 
designers who abhor form without function and leak-prone roof 
valleys. But the ideal, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder 
- until the next turn in house fashion when what becomes past 
also becomes passé.  
   For the buyer looking for THE GREEN HOME a primary 
problem today is the relative lack of suitable period houses on 
the market. There are always a few for sale, but so many of 
them have issues -- the neutral real estate term for problems.  If 
the house is a perfectly appealing Federal or Greek Revival 
home, the chances are it has one of these deal-killer issues: A 
poor neighborhood, too close to other homes, too close to a 
road (a common objection), too much traffic, no view, undesir-
able room arrangement (especially no flow), rooms that are too 
small, a lack of closet space, and so on.  And that is before con-
sidering condition issues or lack of property amenities. At least 
you can fix condition and add a lot of, if not all, desired ameni-
ties (remember the kitchen and bathroom ideals).  
    An alternative is to design or find new houses which incor-
porate the ideal. This is being done and done in tasteful designs 
appropriate to the landscape and existing period architecture. 
These are, of course, not starter houses, but rather high-end 
properties for the second home buyer in the $650,000 - 
$1,500,000 range. Indeed to buy an original  period house of 
comparable quality costs as much, and usually will not have all 
the ideals buyers want. So don't despair if the existing housing 
inventory is a source of frustration to you, the ideal can be 
found over time, or created now.  
 
   The next column will be on what you get into when consider-
ing condition issues, either as a seller aiming to spruce up for a 
sale or a buyer envisioning how to create a personal ideal - the 
State of the Art Home: what it costs, and what is worth doing 
and what is not.   
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