Chris and Hayley Ness
built the two-story barn on
their nine-acre Reinholds
property that contains his
studio and workshop.

A FA S C I N AT I O N
wi t h
HANDMADE THINGS
OF FACT. YES, HE HAS A CO MP U TER. YE S, HE HAS A W E BS IT E. BU T,
W HE N IT COMES TO C REATI NG THE D E S IG NS FOR HIS WOR K, HE S IT S
I N HI S ST UDI O AND D R AF T S. BY HAND.
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CH RIST OPHER NESS STATES – NOT AS A BOAST, BU T AS A MAT T E R
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“I’M NOT A DI GI TAL P ERSO N AT AL L,” CABINE T MAK E R

BY Melissa Kashner • PHOT OGRAPHY by Cindi Dixon/Nick Gould
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CHRIS ENTERS HIS STUDIO, HOUSED IN A
two-story barn on the Reinholds farmette he shares with his
wife, Hayley. Curios abound: a display box filled with Ugandan
butterflies he found at the Black Angus Antiques Mall; rows of
vintage Edison bulbs; a Ramones poster. He professes a love for
anything old, but he especially is drawn to the practical designs
of the post-World War II era. “There was nothing pretentious
about it,” he states.
“It changes a little bit up here,” he says as he climbs the
stairs to his woodshop. This is a massive room filled with air
and light thanks to its open floor plan and bank of windows
overlooking northern Lancaster County. “I have everything
I need here to make just about anything people want out of
wood,” he remarks.
Chris, who attended the former Pennsylvania School of Art
& Design, is a lifelong carpenter who specializes in architectural
restoration, millwork and custom cabinetry. He meets with each
client several times to get a feel for his or her needs and preferences,
then drafts his plans. “I try to listen to people,” he explains. “And,
I’m not really forceful – ‘It should be this way, it should be that way.’
I’m more receiving about their ideas and try to digest them. And, if
that doesn’t work out, we’ll do another drawing.”
It’s a process that’s earned him loyal clients from New York
to D.C., all gained by word-of-mouth. Although the economy
has slightly slowed his orders in recent years, he’s turned that
into an opportunity to delve into more artistic endeavors.
One result is his “Vera” handmade stool. A collector of stools –
he loves their uncomplicated design – Chris started crafting his
own because people often wanted stools for their new kitchens.
I didn’t realize how difficult making a chair would be,” he says.
“Everybody’s a different size and has a different expectation of
what it should be. I wanted it to be very simple – just a stool.”
The wood he uses for the Vera – American sycamore – also
is very simple; in fact, it’s typically considered an “undesirable”
wood and is used mainly for industrial pallets. But, Chris
explains that if it’s cut and treated the right way, it’s very usable
and relatively inexpensive.
The most frequent compliment he receives is that his
work looks like it “belongs” in the house, even if it isn’t 100%
historically accurate. “That’s one of the nicest comments that
people give to me,” he says. “My house is like that, too. It doesn’t
seem out of place.”
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C H R I S A N D H AY L EY C A M E AC ROSS
T H E H OUS E A N D P RO P ERT Y I N O C T O BER
PHOTOGRAPHS BY TK

1999 A F T E R S H E S P OT T E D A T I N Y AD
PHOTOGRAPHS BY TK

chris and hayley came across the house and property in
October 1999 after she spotted a tiny ad in the newspaper: “Old
stone house. Needs restored. Nine acres.”
What they found was something they describe as straight
out of an episode of Hoarders.
The previous tenant was a reclusive elderly woman who had
let the house deteriorate to the point where there was no heat or
working plumbing. She lived in a parked truck, surrounded by
mountains of junk, and shot at people who came too close.
After her death, it was discovered that she had a will; in
it, she bestowed the land and the house
ABOVE: Chris and Hayley
(plus her surprisingly sizable life’s
Ness with Sadie, one of
savings) to a local nonprofit.
their four dogs. RIGHT:
The Nesses’ home dates
The property had to be cleared
back to before the Civil
away and everything except the house
War. The couple restored
was bulldozed. By the time Chris it themselves from a state
of complete disrepair.
and Hayley came by, it no longer had

I N T H E N EWS PA P E R: "O L D ST O N E HOU S E .
N EEDS R E ST O R E D. N I N E AC R E S."
For more pictures, including “befores,” visit our website at www.lancastercountymag.com or see our Facebook page.
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CABINETRY PORTFOLIO

Chris Ness customizes each design to fit
the style and feel of a client’s home.

The dining room, living room
and upstairs bathroom
exemplify the Nesses’
appreciation for simple,
homespun décor – much of
it courtesy of their artist
friends, local antiques shops
and their own garden.

windows and the entire first floor had rotted away. The
only thing that saved it was its standing-seam roof, which
somehow remained intact.
Yet, there it was: a pre-Civil War stone house, surrounded
by nine acres of undeveloped land, for cheap. “I immediately
knew I had to make an offer,” Chris says.
He and Hayley know how crazy that sounds.
“I was all gung-ho…I guess,” she says.
“I felt nauseous that night,” Chris bluntly states.
Nevertheless, the couple plunged into the renovation –
and they completed all but the electricity and plumbing
themselves. When they weren’t at their day jobs (Hayley
is a real-estate appraiser), they were on the property –
seven days a week, with very few breaks and frequently in the
dark, from Halloween through Thanksgiving, Christmas, both of
their birthdays and the long, cold winter. Hayley says that being
alone in the tumbledown house surrounded by
quiet, black woods often reminded them of the
film The Blair Witch Project.
“We worked so hard,” she says. “We went on
remote control.”
They moved in on April 15, 2000. Hayley
recalls Chris being so exhausted that he could
barely speak for months.
“i always think properties should evolve,”
Chris says. “People always want finished things,
but I figure you should spend some time and
figure out how you live.”
Take their mudroom, for example. Far from
being simply a place to dump dirty shoes, the
Nesses’ mudroom also is tailored to their four
dogs and two cats. Chris built a Dutch door that
separates the room from the kitchen, yet doesn’t
completely close it off. He also installed deep
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drawers he fills with dog and cat food, as well as a cabinet that
hides a cat-litter pan – complete with a kitty-shaped entrance.
Just steps away are the couple’s washer and dryer, as well as a
full bathroom.
The upstairs bathroom is another example of that
evolution: it has just one small closet, so the Nesses turned
the ceiling’s eaves into additional storage.
In fact, Chris estimates the house totals a mere 1,400
square feet. His strategic built-ins – which he compares to
those of a boat – make it seem bigger. “We thought about
putting an addition on,” he says. “But, then we thought, ‘Why?’
Taxes are higher, it’s more to heat, it’s more to clean.”
Speaking of heating, Chris and Hayley make the most of his
on-site business – they built that two-story barn themselves,
too – by burning scrap wood and sawdust in their outdoor
biomass furnace, which provides the house and barn with
hot water and radiant heat. (In the summer,
cooling comes thanks to shade trees and
natural airflow, plus upstairs window units.)
Another way they recycled wood was with
their bead-board wall, made from cypress
that Chris found at a public auction. Again,
it exemplifies Chris and Hayley’s utilitarian
aesthetic: not only does it look good, but with
six pets, bead board is a lot easier to keep
clean than drywall. Plus, it was a steal: he
bought 5,000 square feet for $7 and installed
it himself.
He and Hayley also used the bead board
THE VERA STOOL
for the ceiling in the upstairs bathroom. She
is one of Chris Ness’
sanded and painted the wood; Chris measured
signature pieces. Custom
heights and wood species
and cut it. Because the planks were too long to
are available. The Vera is
carry through the house, he handed them to her
guaranteed for life to the
one-by-one through the second-floor window.
original purchaser.
Outside, Chris built the deck and much

RECLAIMED: Shaker and 18th-century design in
American black walnut and white oak accent this home. The
table legs are cider-press screws from a Chester County farm.

of its furniture including the table and the Adirondack chairs,
plus the dock next to the spring-fed pond (and even a miniature
dock for the family of turtles that used to live there). He and
Hayley would sometimes swim in that pond, so he eventually
installed a discreet shower on the deck, too.
There’s also a gated pasture where their donkey and
miniature horse live, a coop with four pullet hens, plus a twoseater outhouse Chris repurposed as Hayley’s garden shed.
A graduate of Drexel University’s design school, Hayley
also sews in her spare time. The guest bedroom doubles as her
sewing room, where she creates the quilts and textiles found
throughout the house – sometimes in unusual places. She
points to the seat of her exercise bike, which is covered with a
handmade cozy. “I don’t know why I did that,” she says with a
playful smile.
although chris is very demanding and precise when it
comes to his work, he has a similar sense of playfulness about
his art. “I want to do things that have imperfections,” he says.
“I want to have failures and fix them.”
Thus, his sculptures, mobiles, paintings and drawings
tend toward the abstract – or as Chris puts it, “not fussy.” It’s a
style that initially stunned fans of his meticulous cabinetry. “I
guess I spend my day making realism all the time,” he posits,
adding that he thinks people have become afraid to play. “We
forget how,” he says. “And, that’s the best part about living.”
His drawings currently are on display at Manheim
Township Public Library (as part of the Granite Run facility’s
first-anniversary celebration), and his three-dimensional
work is generating interest at New York artists markets. But,
he’s taking it in stride. “My expectations are very low,” he says.
“It’s a casual journey.”
View Chris Ness’ professional portfolio and artwork online at
www.chrisnesscabinetmaker.com.

WARM MODERN: A townhouse kitchen is given

extra storage from dovetailed maple drawers concealed
on under-mounted slides.

NATURAL HARMONY: Pennsylvania black-cherry
cabinetry and millwork fill the kitchen, bathrooms, offices
and open spaces of this Acadian-style home.
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