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t was this adage from an Arts & Crafts trailblazer 
that guided Mike and Stephanie Barber when they 
built their Prairie-style Craftsman on Cincinnati’s 
east side. 

“We get a lot of compliments on it,” says Barber, 
a retired doctor and healthcare executive. “We’ve had  
people drive by and leave notes that they’d like to come in 
and see the house. It’s different and, you know, it’s a very 
homey look. It has drawn its own attention.”

Nestled in a wooded former nursery, the house fea-
tures classic Craftsman elements like overhanging eaves, 
an off-center porch, and hand-crafted interior woodwork. 
Soft, muted browns and 
weathered bricks give it 
an earthy feel.

Architecturally impres-
sive, the Barbers’ home 
was as much a product of 
their relationship as a feat 
of construction. “We de-
cided after we got married 
that we wanted to build 
a house together to be a 
manifestation of our love 
for each other,” says Bar-
ber. “We co-created this 
house to celebrate our 
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Motawi and Rookwood art tiles decorate many rooms in the house.

The Barbers designed their  

Cincinnati home to look like 

an early 1900s craftsman. 

“When we come to make things ourselves and because 
they are needed, instead of depending upon the  
department store to furnish them, we shall not only 
find more pleasure in making them, but we shall 
also take more pleasure in possessing them.”  

		  –Gustav Stickley
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coming together.” The couple wanted a home they—and 
eventually their kids and grandkids—could enjoy.

Barber and his wife Stephanie, a retired primary 
school teacher, met “the old fashioned way”—at a singles 
event in church—and married in 2002.  

When a six-acre lot just south of the Little Miami 
River went up for sale, they pounced. The tract had once 
been a farm and later a commercial landscaping nursery, 

and second-growth ash, maple, oak and walnut trees still 
dotted the landscape.

It was a promising find upon which the Barbers could 
build their dream home.

They had a rough feel for what they wanted—some-
thing that looked like it was the first home built in the 
neighborhood. Specifics proved challenging, but a few 
trips to Los Angeles yielded answers.
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Dining room with a view of the sideboard and mirror designed and built by Barber.
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Arts and Crafts homes to show Perry the warm 
and inviting feeling that we were looking for 
in the home,” says Barber. “I knew that Perry 
would be the right person to design and build 
our home, even though he had never built an 
Arts and Crafts home before.”

After a year of meetings and multiple 
drawings, the trio came up with a plan that 
would give them the kind of house they were 
looking for.

They settled on a number of features, including multiple 
fireplaces, Arts and Crafts built-ins, and wood-paneled 
rooms—as well as large Pella windows that would bring 
in the nearby woods. Other features included a traditional 
mahogany Arts and Crafts door, stone window lintels, 
brick walls, and concrete shingles.

“Stephanie’s sister lives in Los An-
geles, so we always went and visited her 
a lot,” explains Barber. “We went through 
a lot of the Mission-style neighborhoods 
out there—and, of course, we had to go to 
the Gamble House. And we read the maga-
zines, including American Bungalow.”

The couple also visited other historic 
homes to gather more ideas about how they 
wanted the rooms to look and feel. The 
next question was: who would design it?  
As it turned out, the right man was right 
under their noses.

“I saw the name of a builder I know, 
Perry Bush,” Barber recalls. “He had built 
a house nearby and I’d known him for 
years. His daughter and my daughter were 
both Indian Princesses at the same time. So 
I called him up and shortly after we bought 
the lot we began working through a number  
of iterations. We started in the summer of 2003 and moved 
in September of 2004.”

B ush was new to Craftsman homes but proved adept
  and a quick study. “In the year following the purchase 

of the lot, we gathered books, magazines, and pictures of 

Large oak columns  

separate the dining room 

from the entryway. The 

ceiling fixture (pictured 

below) in the library was 

purchased from Arroyo 

Craftsman. 

The deep porch and doorway welcome guests into the home.
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The backyard was shaped into a vision of harmony 
with nature—terraced tracts reinforced with stone bul-
warks and decorated with ornamental grasses; a back 
deck for lounging, reading, and hot tubbing; a large fire 
ring; and a screened-in porch and barbecue area.

Walls were constructed on a “huge jig in a warehouse-
type building where they laid everything out and then 
screwed all the studs together,” says Barber—then trans-
ported and attached to the foundation. “The nice thing is 
the walls are extremely straight; there are no nail pops,” 
he adds. “And when I built things like the built-ins and 
all, the measurements were precise.”

All in all, it was a two-year undertaking: a year of 
planning and a year of building. 

“We really enjoyed the whole process,” Barber says. 
“I know for a lot of people it’s a lot of stress, but we found 
it to be a real fun adventure.”

While Bush handled
 the exterior, Barber, 

an amateur woodworker for 
more than two decades, set 
his hand to the inside. He 
had Bush add notches to 
the interior of the house so 
he could craft and add his 
own wood pieces later. “By 
the time we were building 
our Arts and Crafts house, 
I had enough experience to 
appreciate how special it felt 
to live with furniture and 

rooms I had built myself,” he explains. “For me, using or 
viewing furniture I had built was calming and comforting 
and I wanted that feeling to be a part of the new home 
we were creating. Although it takes time and considerable 
effort, I find the building and finishing process gratifying 
and fulfilling.” 

Hardware for the home was carefully selected. The design 

of the door handles matches that of the windows. The 

raised ceiling above the dining room showcases the 

impressive architecture of the home while simultaneously 

maintaining a cozy feel. The back of the house is land-

scaped with stone and ornamental grasses to integrate  

it into the surrounding woods.
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The Barbers designed the three-pane cabinet doors in the sideboard to provide a view of  

the family heirloom crystal. The mirror reflects the warm oak trim of the dining room.



116

The study took 18 months to complete. “I did it in stages,” 
Barber says. “I built the fireplace first, then paneled the 
walls and built the bookcases. My wife and I both cherish 
the time we spend working in the study. Both of us like 
reading and we both use this office a lot.”

Barber then decided to focus on a downstairs library 
room. “When I started on the room, the fireplace was a 
bare drywall box and there was a wide niche in the wall 
that had rough plumbing and wiring for a kitchenette,” 

Barber first built a quarter-sawn white oak home en-
tertainment center based on Stickley’s #719 bookcase. 
Next, he tackled a built-in sideboard in for their dining 
room. “I spent hours looking at Mission furniture design 
books and magazine pictures to come up with the design 
and proportions for the cabinet doors and base,” he says. 
“Then came selecting the right quarter-sawn boards and 
hardware to create the look I was after.”

Several years of furniture-building followed before 
Barber started on his study. “I wanted a wood-paneled 
room like some of the homes we had visited with built-in 
display cabinets as well as a fireplace,” Barber recalls. 
“I utilized some design elements I had developed for the 
sideboard and entertainment unit, including small glass 
panes and reproduction Stickley hardware. I used tiles 
from Motawi Tileworks on the corner fireplace we in-
stalled to create a warm cozy environment. They have 
these animal tiles and I decided to put them in each of the 
corners facing each other, so they make the tiles mirror 
images.”

Barber had built barrister 
bookcases for his office but 
found they fit the study better 
instead. “They’re true barris-
ter bookcases in that they’re 
four different units stacked 
one upon the other,” he adds. 
“You can re-stack and do them 
in different configurations.”

The many historic Arts and crafts homes the couple toured in the two-

year planning and building process served as the inspiration for the 

home’s study with its quarter sawn oak paneling, tiled fireplace and  

display cabinets.  Barber spent more than 15 months building the fireplace,  

barrister bookcases and cabinets.

The Motawi Medieval Cat, Stag, 

Dog and Rabbit decorate the 

corners of the study fireplace.
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Barber says. “I completed our library room by paneling 
the fireplace and adjoining wall with quarter-sawn oak, 
adding a Rookwood fireplace surround.”

Barber again replicated the door design he used for 
his sideboard and study cabinets, and used quarter-sawn 
oak, Stickley hardware, and glass panels to maintain a 
consistent look. “The library has become a nice place to 
curl up and read a book in front of the fireplace,” he says.

Using reproduction Stickley door pulls on quarter sawn 

oak doors give the cabinets an authentic aged look.
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Everything Barber builds 
 originates from a wood 

shop in the basement, where he 
taps his creative mojo by listen-
ing to jazz and classical music 
while working. The shop was 
a trade-off when the house was 
built: “Stephanie, my wife, got 
her dream kitchen and I got my 
dream shop,” he says.

Stephanie was also a stabilizing influence on Bar-
ber’s loftier ambitions during construction. “Every time I 
would say ‘I will build that,’ she would yank me back into 
reality,” he says.

Their home project was a give-and-take, a balance—
the perfect emblem of a marriage. And it embodied all the 
ideals Gustav Stickley once espoused. As Stickley him-
self wrote a century ago, “When a man’s home is born out 
of his heart and developed through his labor and perfected 
through his sense of beauty, it is the very cornerstone of 
life.” 

Barber finished all 
his wood built-ins with 
the same stain. “I picked 
one stain and all of the 
trim and all of the furni-
ture pieces are stained the 
same,” he explains.

Barber supplemented 
his own creations with 
pieces from Waynesville, 
Ohio-based Amish furni-
ture builders Clear Creek, 
who fashioned several 
custom-made pieces—
including bookcases for 
the library room, a din-
ing table and chairs, and a Mission-style bed and dresser. 
“Having custom-built bookcases was actually less costly 
than putting in cabinets,” he says. “It’s a really neat com-
pany—we’ve enjoyed working with them.”

Left, Bookcases by Clear Creek Amish Furniture house 

the couple’s books in the library. b elow, Barber in his 

workshop. H e recommends that novice furniture 

builders start out with small decorative projects 

like this mirror in the half bath pictured above.   

Recognizing a Cincinnati Arts and Crafts home 

should have a Rookwood fireplace, Barber placed The 

Tree of Life in a field of Bungalow Brown tiles in the 

library fireplace.
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