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The Pacific West coast has long been a prevalent 
influence on the designs of San Francisco-based firm 
MacCracken Architects.  Nature’s local vernacular—
rocks, bark, hazy clouds, gray sea—is echoed in the 
neutral palette of the firm’s warm, modern projects.   

Founded by lead principal Steve MacCracken in 
1984, the company has risen to prominence by ex-
hibiting dynamic structures in urban and rural set-
tings alike. Ranch-style homes have been gutted and 
reborn as sleek light boxes, their façades updated 
with gleaming window walls. Ski resort wonder-
lands have been built from the ground up mimick-
ing the old mining and railroad towns so prominent 
in Northern California’s rich history. Using sus-
tainable materials really is about exposing the raw 
material itself and not covering it up. “It is about 
dealing with an expression of honesty in showing 
materials that come as they are, like concrete, wood, 
steel and glass,” MacCracken says. “We feel like we 
started working with sustainable materials long 
before it became popular. We know that one of the 
most sustainable qualities in a building is to have it 
built well and using materials that last a long time.” 
High quality buildings equal success. Working with 
several building types, it has opened the door for 
the firm to expand, Daniel Robinson, principal, says. 

“Looking at our portfolio we have performing arts 
buildings and we are working on an exterior public 
plaza. We also have residential, multi-family residen-
tial and resort work.” 

Using a mixture of hand drawings, along with 
computer generated images, MacCracken is able 
to become truly involved with the design process. 

“[There are] so many things that really have changed, 
but there are other things we try to keep a hold of 
and its part of the art of architecture that we appre-
ciate,” says MacCracken. Working on the East Bay 
House for over a decade off and on, this project lent 
itself to be not just a remodel, but a rebuild as well. 

East Bay House was a challenge in many ways. A 
ranch-style building from the 1950’s, it was really ob-
vious that [the] building had been built in a not very 
sensitive approach, MacCracken says. “The builders 
had cut out a chunk of the hillside and put down a 
one-story building with very low eaves.”

Using much of the existing slab, they only needed 
to make a few minimal additions. The new design 
consists of five wood volumes with tall wood win-
dows and doors allowing visual access to the distant 
horizon. They are connected by slightly lower roof 
and ceiling sections with trellis and walls of elemen-
tal color plaster.

“It was an interesting combination of solving the 
problems with keeping the things that they did en-
joy about the house, but molding those two things 
together into a completely new house,” says Robin-
son. “It was somewhat familiar in some respects, but 
completely new to them in others.” The entryway 
was flipped and enclosed, turning it into a garage 
and a more private entrance.

“We tried to establish a more blurred perimeter 
with the landscape rather than have a hard edge 
to wild countryside,” says MacCracken. “We 
tried to blend that so that there is this kind of 
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01
overview of the public and private 

wings of the residence, with the 

open courtyard in between.

02 

Where possible, indigenous 

landscape was preserved between 

building forms.

03
Central exterior dining table is 

nestled between the mature oak 

and the new pool.

04 

library with integrated shelving 

and fireplace.

05
interior entry is lit from above 

with translucent skylights and the 

exterior limestone carries into the 

interior spaces.

06 

interior spaces incorporate wooden 

ceilings in contrast to the tile floors.

arCHiteCtural Firm CombiNeS Natural elemeNtS 
aND exPerieNCe iNto Durable SPaCeS 

by Melissa Fears

maccracken  
architects

the east bay House 

completed: 2009

location: San Francisco, Ca 

Jerome Creek lodge

completed: 2007

location: Soda Springs, Ca  

macarchs.com
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easy transition into the wild grasses, shrubs and 
oak trees.” By raising the heights on the doors 
and windows and adding skylights, the light 
became a much better quality. “Before when 
you were standing in the house and staring out, 
because of the overhangs and the low head-height 
of the window you could barely see the sky,” says 
Robinson. “Whereas now, with the opened up 
windows, you can see the sky around the prop-
erty that was just cut out in the previous design.” 
The company's methodology is deeply embedded 
in the principles of modernism and relies on 
exquisite details, fine long-lasting materials and 
adherence to the simple idea that substance and 
durability overrule trendiness.  
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“We know that one of the most sustainable 
qualities in a building is to have it built well 
and using materials that last a long time.” 
Steve Maccracken, PrinciPal
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07
the dining room mixes both 

modern and traditional furniture.

08
Natural wood and limestone 

materials and minimal detailing 

define the master bathroom.

09
the exterior forms of the Jerome 

Creek lodge are reminiscent of 

mining camp buildings used in the 

Sierras during the gold rush.

10
interior finishes include alder 

wainscot, granite kitchen counters 

and hand hewn wood flooring.

Jerome Creek Lodge Phase 1
this ski-in and ski-out condominium project is the first of four 

phases at the Jerome Creek lodge at Sugar bowl. it is situ-

ated at the base of mt. Judah in Northern California. returning 

to the indigenous beginnings of this area’s rich mining and 

railroad history, the lodge serves as public space, something 

that was lacking prior.  Wanting to have a connection to the 

heritage and natural materials of the area, design cues were 

taken from old mining towns. “in those days long ago, homes 

were built in the most efficient [and] quickest way possible,” 

says macCracken. “We tried to make a departure from trying 

to import something that doesn’t belong here. mining camps 

and railroad camps were built out of necessity and built 

honestly and quickly.” the design process was not so easy 

however, with snow drifts, ice dams and other winter weather 

trying to interfere, so the team hired a snow consultant to 

help with the process. using a cold roof, it allowed for the 

snow and ice to be properly dispersed along the roof to 

minimize snow and ice damage. 
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