EMBERSIDE
Design Concept Statement
In a world where we – and especially our youth – are more digitally “connected” than
ever, we are experiencing more loneliness and isolation than ever. Responding to the problem
of this epidemic lies at the heart of my solution: to design a space in which our youth can build
more authentic relationships with one another through increased connectivity not through
technology, but through the land and the natural environment they inhabit.
My inspiration began by examining the civilizations and architecture that we often
consider to be “primitive”: the indigenous peoples of North America. For all of their
“primitiveness,” the First Nations were and continue to be close-knit communities that are
highly connected to the land they inhabit, aware of the many ways Mother Nature occupies
all senses. One of the central features of Native life and architecture is the organization of the
community around the hearth, both literally and symbolically. Located at the center of historic
community houses, such as a Lenni Lenape longhouse of the Poconos region, the fire provides
the context for education and the passing on of oral history and arts tradition. The fire provides
light, warmth, crackle, and roar. It fills the senses. And all of this takes place with the
recognition and thanks for the gift of the forest to provide fuel for human life.
And so, it is from a place of respect and appreciation for the civilizations that originally
inhabited this site that my design concept springs. The mission of Emberside is to foster a
connection to each other and to the land through multisensory design gestures that are
organized around the hearth as the center of community. The multisensory emphasis of
Emberside is not only based on a desire to reflect nature in this built-environment, but it also
flows from the priority to provide a safe and holistically engaging space for all campers,
including those with special needs. When campers enter through Emberside’s doors, they are
greeted with visual beauty and enveloped into an atmosphere full of textures, sounds, and
smells that speak of a landscape that we are deeply dependent upon and connected to.
Immediately upon entering the activity center, there are device lockers in the left foyer
area. This gives the camp director the opportunity to require campers to lock up their
electronics before engaging in the activity area so that they can fully participate in the space
and with one another. Looking straight ahead into the daylight-illuminated activity area, the
community fireplace on the edge of the stage is the focal point of the room. It is the center
and hub from which all the other program components radiate from. A crackling fire engages
all the senses and possesses a magnetism that gathers community around it. It also provides a
sensory landmark for campers with visual impairment. The hearth is constructed of stones
sustainably sourced from a local Pennsylvania quarry.
Every surface in Emberside is approached as an opportunity to activate a space that
resonates with nature, encourages community, and contributes to a safe and fun environment
for all campers. Far from being mere walls, floors, and ceilings, these surfaces are brimming
with texture to give campers with or without special needs a tactile, engaging, and safe
experience of the Pocono Mountains. From the carefully finished split-log wainscoting to a
change in floor texture around the perimeter of the activity area, every surface is an invitation
to interact with and enjoy an environment that brings us closer together. These goals are
addressed at every level of the design, but are most poignantly highlighted in the hearth, the
water feature wall, and the living green wall.

Situated on an angled wall adjacent to the west window in order to play with afternoon
and evening light, the water wall provides another layer to the sensory fabric of the activity
area. The trickle of water down lightly textured local shale adds a soft harmony to the melody
of laughter and the irregular metronome of a crackling fire. The living wall flanks the corridor
toward the restrooms and back hallway. It also offers a highly-textured backdrop to the stage
when viewed from the west side of the activity area. This component offers visual appeal as
well as providing oxygenation to the space, the scent of the forest floor outside these walls,
and a teaching point for local flora. Green walls have also been proven to improve the overall
sense of well-being for occupants.
The use of the activity area is extremely versatile. Sustainably-made stackable chairs
and wheelchair-accessible folding tables can be arranged in many different ways or packed
away in the storage room leaving a large open area for activities. Alternative seating is also
available in the form of “Boulder” seats: these faux-rock bean bag chairs are another
opportunity for campers to experience textures that they can literally be wrapped up in. These
chairs are especially helpful for campers with Autism or Sensory Processing Disorder to provide
positive sensory input. They also allow for visually impaired campers to experience the space
with alternative seating.
Complementing the many textures of the space, Emberside’s color palette is derived
from the sun’s rise over the Pocono Mountains: warm, ember-y hues sandwiched between
calming blue sky and vital green hills. These natural tones contribute to a balanced
environment that is both calming and engaging.
On the second level, there is a continuation of the same design priorities (naturefocused, multisensory, community-oriented) while at the same time addressing the occupant
context of the respective areas. In the office and conference room of the executive suite, a
productive and professional atmosphere is married with some of the finish components of the
downstairs activity area, establishing continuity between the spaces as well as providing for
the specific functions of these executive rooms. The residential suite once again orbits around
the hearth in the central and spacious living room and features a variety of textures and live
plants. The Poconos-inspired color palette of the first floor is adjusted for the residence to softer
earth tones and a deeper grey-blue to kindle rest, calm, and hygge.1 Key to this space are the
unobstructed south-facing operable windows and balcony doors that provide daylighting,
ventilation, passive heating, and frame the rolling vistas of the Pocono Mountains.
Emberside is an inclusive interior environment that resonates with the local landscape
and ignites authentic relationships between campers through intentional design that engages
the whole person, community, and environment.
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Hyyge, /ˈh(j)uːɡə/ (Danish): a quality of coziness and comfortable conviviality that engenders a feeling of contentment or wellbeing (lexico.com/en/definition/hygge).

