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peak in + out
at home

sense of Place
A spectAculAr home At the bAse of smuggler mountAin tAkes its 
cues from Aspen’s nAturAl beAuty. 
by sue hostetler   i   photogrAphs by JAson Dewey
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Architecture AnD home Design, when 
at their best, form the quintessential creative 
marriage, feeding off the intimate relationship 
between a client and an architect. The most suc-
cessful homes—those that genuinely reflect their 
owners’ personalities—invariably involve a pas-
sionate and engaged owner.

A perfect example: Aspenite Alain Degraeve’s 
successful collaboration with Bill Pollock, a part-
ner at Zone 4 Architects and principal at Poss 
Architecture and Planning. “I built this home 
for myself—I was in charge,” says Degraeve of 
his extraordinary home, completed in 2006 and 
nestled into the base of Smuggler Mountain. 
“I lived this project 24 hours a day, for several 
years. My former home was right next door and 
I owned this lot, so I knew the potential of the 
site and took a lot of time to design the space.”

Surprisingly, Degraeve, who originally hails 
from Belgium, served as both builder and inte-
rior designer. “Alain was heavily involved. It was 
a rare day that he was not on site,” says Pollock. 

"I lived this project 24 hours a day, for several 
years," says Alain Degraeve (above), who served 
as both builder and designer for his four-level, 
12,000-square-foot home (opposite page).
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“At times we argued like brothers because of our 
differing views. But there is an adage that says 
there are no great designers, only great clients.”

Though the four-level home is an expansive 
12,000-square-foot structure, the well-conceived 
layout results in cozy, intimate living. Degraeve 
refers to its style as “modern organic,” stemming 
from carefully selected materials in peaceful fin-
ishes and colors that were not modified from their 
original form. Sustainable materials were primar-
ily used, including noble woods such as wenge, 
zebra, teak and anegre, which complement the 
natural stone, zinc and slate. The kitchen ceil-
ings feature distressed wood recovered from an 
Amish barn.

Furthermore, the home was built in such an 
energy-efficient way that Aspen uses it as an exam-
ple when referencing eco-friendly home design. 
“The house and pool are fully heated by solar 
panels,” Degraeve explains. “We used foam insula-
tion, special low-emittance glazing on the windows 
and formaldehyde-free plywood sheathing.”

Perhaps the most complicated challenge was 
the building site. “The back of the site was quite 

steep—a 40 percent slope—and a very impressive 
foundation system was designed,” says Pollock. 
The side of the mountain had to be carved out, 
and 24-inch-thick footings were driven in that 
literally hold up the hillside behind the home. 
“The foundation is insane,” laughs Degraeve. 
“It’s built the way skyscrapers are built. The walls 
were designed so that if the whole mountain 
came sliding down, the house would hold it up.”

Equal care was taken when positioning the 
home to maximize the jaw-dropping vistas of 
Mt. Sopris, Aspen Mountain and Independence 
Pass. “I have 360-degree views and sun all day,” 
says Degraeve (who seems to have channeled 
Andy Warhol’s saying “Land is the best art” 
when designing the sight lines and window 
placement). “I have dramatic views from every 
room. In the living room I don’t have a single 
wall of art. Why would I put up a wall? Aspen 
Mountain is like a huge painting!”

Christian Liaigre, the iconic Parisian designer, 
custom-made many of the furnishings, which are 
finished in subtle taupe, ivory and caramel earth 
tones that mirror the natural surroundings. The 

peak in + out
at home

clockwise from top right: The kitchen, with wood 
from an Amish barn; custom-made furnishings 
can be found throughout the house; the glass-

enclosed wine cellar housing Degraeve's collection  
of 10,000 bottles. 
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décor is chic and timeless yet never overpowers the 
view. Luxury materials such as linen and leather 
telegraph a comfortable elegance, bien sur, and 
silk and wool rugs were handwoven in Belgium to 
match the wood and stone used in the home.

Seven bedrooms, seven bathrooms and three 
powder rooms are spread over the sensual space. 
The sexiest area is the top-floor master suite, 
replete with a private roof deck, a limestone 
fireplace and a gorgeous honey-colored arched 
anegre ceiling. Equally as impressive is a sleek, 
glass-enclosed, climate-controlled wine cellar. 
Located on the lower level, it houses Degraeve’s 
coveted collection of 10,000 bottles.

Even with all the home’s luxurious amenities, 
visitors are more likely to find the owner outside. 
“My favorite thing is the landscaping, the vast 
area of open space,” he says. “The exterior is an 
outdoor living room. The infinity-edge pool, to 
me, is an architectural element because we lifted 
it out of the ground. Having a pool in the city and 
the privacy—you feel like you’re far away, but 
you’re really in town.” His partner in creating this 
exterior playground was Sheri Sanzone, founder 

of the notable landscape architecture firm 
Bluegreen. “We combined Alain’s European 
background with modern design,” says Sanzone. 
“Influences from the garden design of the Villa 
Gamberaia in Settignano, Italy, resonate within 
our design, such as outdoor rooms formed by 
stone and vegetation.”

Sanzone specifically sourced plants tolerant of 
dry, high-altitude environments that also pack a 
huge visual punch. Slender vertical species like 
Lamb’s Ear, switchgrass and Blazing-star were 
utilized, creating a verdant oasis. She added two 
natural-stone fire pits to enhance the tranquility.

Degraeve designed the home to open up to the 
spectacular weather, the view and the elements. “I 
used special 11-foot European lift and slide doors 
that disappear into the living room and provide 
that open, inside-outside feeling,” he says. “Even 
the gym opens to the outdoors.”

With his dream home complete, Degraeve 
still claims that the town of Aspen is his true love. 
“The people, the creativity, the low-key ambi-
ence, the outdoors—it’s the most beautiful place 
on earth.”  a

The infinity-edge pool in Degraeve's yard (top), 
designed by landscape architect Sheri Sanzone, 
who also designed outdoor rooms formed by stone 
and vegetation (above).


