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A        rticulating our conceptual ideas was the easy part; learning how to live in a rural  
          mountain valley was more difficult. Our role was to imbue this place with heart and 
soul, and to reinforce the concepts of quality, simplicity, and responsible use. We let the land,  
its history, and the experts advise us on how best to accomplish this.  —Betsy and Bud Knapp
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In 1990, the upper West Lake Creek Valley was picturesque, rugged, 
and uninhabited. From the top of the hill on the northern boundary, 
the land dropped away in distinct sections. Directional changes 
revealed new vistas and changes in vegetation patterns. Along the 
western edge of the property, views to the north offered glimpses of 
the Gore Range in the distance. Just under the ridge lay an amphithe-
ater-shaped meadow, dotted with boulders and sagebrush. In the 
center of this naturally carved glacial bowl, a seasonal wetland—also 
known as a vernal pool—appeared every year, collecting runoff, wild-
flowers, frogs, and salamanders in the spring, only to evaporate into a 
cracked and barren surface of hard clay come midsummer. Farther to 
the east and hidden in the dense aspen forest, the overgrown Hawley-
Reese irrigation ditch carried water from a point upstream to 
surrounding properties. Flanked by heavily treed slopes to either side, 
the valley’s bottom was alive with the sounds of water and birds. 
Stately evergreens announced the presence of the creek as it mean-
dered through a warren of beaver ponds, disappearing into dense and 
overgrown willow stands. At the valley’s south end, snow-capped 
peaks stood sentinel over the land, claiming their stake in the eternal 
march of history. 

 For many years, Betsy and Bud had dreamed of finding a place in 
the country where they could build a home and grow their own food. 
The chance to fulfill their longtime dream to re-create some of their 
favorite childhood experiences—Betsy had roamed the woods and  
lakes of northern Wisconsin, and Bud has always loved the desert 
Southwest—was exciting. Bud attributes his love of the wide-open 
spaces of Colorado and Arizona to two men: his grandfather, Cleon T. 
Knapp, and the American writer and naturalist, Joseph Wood Krutch. 
An influential statesman in Arizona, Cleon Knapp was an attorney for 
Phelps Dodge Corporation who helped Arizona gain statehood in the 
early part of the twentieth century. He was also deeply involved in the 
development of the Colorado River Compact of 1922. “He had a great 
pride of place,” says Bud Knapp. “I got a bellyful of history, geology, 
and appreciation for water and the open landscape around me from 
him, and I became enamored. Even though I wasn’t old enough to 
understand it, I knew it was good and it was beautiful. And that’s why, 
from Los Angeles, I looked out as far as I could for something to repli-
cate that experience.” Joseph Wood Krutch’s Desert Year, published in 
1952, also had a profound influence on Bud. Writing evocatively about 
the natural world, describing the life forms that somehow prosper 
despite the harsh desert environment, Krutch highlighted the courage 
and ingenuity needed to make the best of the world as you find it.

Discovering the Dream

T        he solitude of this place appealed to me a great deal. The 
       simplicity of life and the values held by the people in the rural 
territory of Colorado were refreshing. You can accomplish a heck of 
a lot here with a simple handshake. That means a lot to me at this 
point in my life.    —Bud Knapp

High-altitude altocumulus clouds, 
their swirling bands uplit by the 
reflective orange and red hues of  
a setting sun, foretell a change in 
the weather.
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The special light that follows an afternoon rain shower reveals a fresh 
landscape of green, yellow, and red, the distinctive colors of late August 
in the mountains. This was the view of the valley that first captured the 
Knapps’ imagination.



Changeable Mountain Weather

Claiming approximately 75% of the nation’s land above 
10,000 feet in elevation, including 59 mountains of 14,000 
feet or higher, and 830 mountains between 11,000 feet and 
14,000 feet in elevation, Colorado is the highest state in 
the contiguous United States. With an area just over 
104,000 square miles, it ranks eighth in size among the 50 
states. 
 Because it is located in the interior of the continent 
and has a high elevation, with mountain ranges extending 
north and south through the middle of the state, 
Colorado’s climate is relatively cool and dry, but also 
subject to dramatic and sudden change. In the mountain-
ous areas of central and western Colorado, elevations 
range from below 7,000 feet in the lower mountain valleys 
to more than 14,000 feet on the highest peaks, resulting in 
extreme differences in temperature, humidity, precipita-
tion and wind over relatively short distances. 
Microclimates are common throughout the mountains, 
offering opportunities for thrifty plants and animals to 
flourish in protected pockets of warm temperatures and 
excess moisture.
 In general, temperature decreases at higher eleva-
tions. Summer afternoon temperatures consistently 
decrease about 4-5 degrees Fahrenheit per thousand feet, 
so while typical July afternoon temperatures in the lower 
valleys might reach the 70s, 80s, and even 90s, in the 
higher mountains, temperatures top out in the high 60s 
and lower 70s. Often, elevational temperature changes are 
masked by inversions, a condition that occurs frequently 
in winter when the temperature of the atmosphere 
increases with altitude. Because cold air is denser than 
warm air, it tends to collect in mountain valleys and on 
clear nights, especially during winter when the ground is 
covered with snow, the coldest temperatures—sometimes 

as cold as -30F—are found near the center of these high 
valleys, while higher up, temperatures are considerably 
warmer.
 Wind patterns in the mountains are controlled by 
topography. Mountain-valley circulations are common, 
with winds typically blowing up the valley from low to 
high during the day. At night, those winds reverse to blow 
down the valleys. Above 11,500 feet to the mountain 
peaks, strong winds exceeding 50-100 mph are common. 
The mountains form a substantial block to regional air 
motion causing winds in most valleys west of the 
Continental Divide to be very light, especially in fall and 
winter, while winds along and east of the crest of the 
Continental Divide are much stronger and typically blow 
from a westerly direction throughout the winter months.
 Similar to the wind, precipitation patterns are largely 
controlled by mountain ranges and elevation. 
Precipitation increases with elevation in both winter and 
summer, but the elevation effect is greatest in mid-winter 
when winds at the mountain top level are strongest. 
Starting in October, high peaks and mountain ranges 
receive the majority of their precipitation, with snow 
accumulating without melting in shaded or level areas at 
elevations above 8,000 feet. Most of the mountain snow 
melts during May and June, with rivers reaching their 
peak for the year. A headwater state, Colorado is the 
source of four of the nation’s major rivers: the Colorado, 
the Rio Grande, the Arkansas, and the Platte.
 In summer, mountain peaks and ranges are effective 
thunderstorm generators whenever the regional air 
masses are sufficiently moist. Most years, local thunder-
storms form nearly every afternoon in and near the 
mountains. The last half of July and much of August is 
particularly prone to mountain thunderstorms while June 
is often a much drier month in the high country. Snow 
and soft hail are possible from mountain storms even in 
July and August.

 

Shrinkage and Settlement

“Being versed in proper log techniques and settling issues is 
so important in log home construction,” says Roger Sherman, 
a Carbondale, Colorado-based builder. “Wood is a natural 
product, and it changes over time. If you don’t accommo-
date for these changes, your building will slowly fail.” 
 Typically, logs are dried to 19 percent and de-barked 
before using. Leaving bark on a log can encourage insect 
attack, and it makes scribe-fitting (laying one log seamlessly 
atop another) more difficult, or even impossible. Using 
dry timber reduces the amount of settling and shrinkage 
in a building. Spruce is the predominant species used at 
Knapp Ranch because, at the time of construction, stands 
of dead spruce were easy to locate nearby. An added bonus 
was the fact that these trees, having stood dead for twenty 
years, were completely dry, bark-free, and had gained a 
very desirable gray and brown patina.
 “Settling” is the term used to describe the loss of wall 
height over time due to log shrinkage, compression, and 
slumping. Most builders figure on a 6 percent “settling 
allowance,” particularly for green logs. Dry logs, or 
buildings with only dovetail notches, may use a settling 
allowance of less than 6 percent, which is equivalent to 
three-quarter-inches per foot. The time needed to reach 
equilibrium moisture content (or complete settlement), 
depends on a number of technical variables, including 
wood species, log diameter, initial moisture content, 
interior temperature, relative humidity, exterior tempera-
ture, exposure to sunlight (a factor that is influenced both 
by depth of roof overhang and exposure), and local climate. 
Log fibers are cylindrical in shape, with their long axis 
along the log, and since fibers shrink only in a circular 
direction, logs generally do not shrink appreciably in 
length. Logs with a diameter larger than twenty inches 
can require a longer settling time. Walls in a log home can 
decrease in height over time as the wood fibers shrink; a 
nine-foot wall can settle anywhere from one and a half to 
four inches over time, depending on local conditions. 

 To allow for such shrinkage and settlement issues, 
openings called “bucks” are made in log walls. The height 
of a buck is less than the height of the proposed opening, 
and the difference in these heights is equal to, or greater 
than, the settling allowance for the opening. The buck is 
usually attached to a key—a steel angle iron—that is 
installed in a vertical slot cut in the log ends of the opening. 
This key holds the buck in place, effectively restricting 
horizontal movement of wall logs but allowing for poten-
tial vertical settlement. Vertical posts used to support a 
floor, or roof structure, also require a system that can 
accommodate settling. At Knapp Ranch, the posts at 
Marmot Lodge and Anglers Cabin are attached to screw 
jacks, located at the base of the log. During the first few 
years after construction, these jacks were adjusted periodi-
cally. Now, they are checked annually.
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Above: Log cabin construction is characterized by wood shrinkage, 
settlement, and movement. A window buck effectively restricts 
horizontal movement of wall logs, but allows for vertical settle-
ment if necessary. Properly installed, a window buck ensures that 
the logs above the window do not settle on the frame and distort 
the opening.

Left: Most of the logs used in the construction of the cabins at 
Knapp Ranch had been standing dead for almost two decades. As a 
result, the amount of settling and shrinkage that occurred in the 
buildings was minimal. Here, a tenon joint of a character post fits 
seamlessly into a horizontal support beam, allowing for flexibility 
in the settling of the log wall above the doorway in the Main Lodge.   

© Gordon Pierce



 

Windows were installed in a frame, or buck. The bottom buck is 
fastened to the wall sill log while a settling space is accommodated 
above the top buck. Rather than attaching the logs to the side sill, the 
logs are connected to the side bucks by a steel angle which fits snugly 
into a vertical slot cut into the ends of the wall logs. The wall logs can 
then move vertically without affecting the window buck.

Wherever wood posts support an upper floor structure or roof, they also 
must be attached using a system that can accommodate settling. Typically, 
this is accomplished with screw jacks, which must be adjusted periodi-
cally—usually every few months during the first year, and once a year for 
the next couple of years. This photo, taken during the construction of 
Marmot Lodge, shows a screw jack installed at the base of a log post in the 
dining room. The drawing to the right illustrates a screw jack detail.
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Betsy Knapp
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A modest mining cabin, Silver Sal was built by hand, its notches carved with an 
ax, its logs hoisted atop one another to form the walls of a utilitarian structure. 
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Above: In the bunkroom, log bunks, appearing as an extension of the  
surrounding walls, grow organically toward the ceiling.

Left: The cabin’s interiors appear almost rudimentary, and yet they are both 
elegant and comfortable. The simplicity of the time period is noted in the 
saddle-notch log construction, wide plank floors, and iron and wood furniture. 
Primary colors brighten the main room, which remains purposely dark due to 
the small windowpanes and corresponding window frames. 

David Marlow

David Marlow
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Betsy Wood Knapp was an entrepreneur, angel investor, and  
philanthropist. She grew up in Evanston, Illinois and, prior to moving 
to Colorado full-time in 2013, she lived in Boston, New York City and 
Los Angeles.
 Betsy’s early career began at MIT, which became the launching 
pad to her leadership in the computer industry. In the late 1960s, she 
became a founding member and then president of New York City-
based Telmar Communications Corp., a company that pioneered 
online interactive computer access to consumer behavior databases, 
and decision support systems for the media and advertising industries. 
She was responsible for leading the creation of Telmar’s operating 
system and extensive library of interactive software.  
 After marrying Bud Knapp and moving to Los Angeles in 1979, 
Betsy became the senior vice president and director of Knapp 
Communications, the Los Angeles-based owner and publisher of 
Architectural Digest, Bon Appétit, and other magazines and books by The 
Knapp Press, where she was responsible for the company’s transition 
to interactive computer technology and the creation of electronic 
media products.
 In 1986, she founded Wood Knapp & Co. to produce and distribute 
quality special-interest home video programming, and Wood Knapp 
Direct, a direct marketer with an annual circulation of five million 
catalogues. After 1995, following her passion for new business creation, 
Betsy became actively involved in investing in new technology startups.  
 Betsy was a founding member of the Committee of 200, a by-invi-
tation association of women entrepreneurs and corporate executives 
and of the Wellesley College Business Leadership Council. She also  
was a member of Women Corporate Directors and the International 
Women’s Forum. She was trustee emerita of Wellesley College, where 
she co-chaired a $400 million comprehensive campaign. 
 In Los Angeles, Betsy’s involvement with UCLA led to her appoint-
ment as the first woman to chair the UCLA Foundation, a $1 billion- 
plus fund which manages private donations for the benefit of the public 
university. She served on the Board of the UCLA Technology 
Development Group, which oversees university intellectual property, 
licensing, and industry-sponsored research. She also served on the 
Board of Advisors of UCLA Anderson Graduate School of Management. 
 At Knapp Ranch, Betsy was deeply involved in the development of 
all aspects of ranch life. She was passionate about learning and practic-
ing best agricultural practices to produce food of superior quality, 
taste, freshness, and nutrition. Betsy passed away on June 20, 2017.

Cleon T. (“Bud”) Knapp, former chairman and chief executive  
officer of Knapp Communications Corporation, a company he founded 
in 1977, is recognized throughout the publishing and business  
worlds as an innovative, entrepreneurial, and dynamic leader. Knapp 
Communications Corporation formerly published Architectural Digest 
and Bon Appetit, both of which were sold in April 1993 to The Condé 
Nast Publications, Inc.
 Bud entered the publishing industry in the 1950s, working for  
his grandfather, John C. Brasfield, the founder of Architectural Digest. 
He helped in the office while pursuing studies at the University of 
California, Los Angeles. Following his grandfather’s death in 1965, 
Bud, at the age of twenty-seven, purchased the John C. Brasfield 
Publishing Corp. Under his leadership, Architectural Digest’s mission 
became one of serving the high-income national consumer market 
with editorial work dedicated to the concept of the home as a work of 
art and personal expression.
 The success of Architectural Digest reaffirmed Bud’s contention 
that, as Americans began to spend more time at home, food and enter-
taining would become an increasingly important part of creating a 
fulfilling personal lifestyle. Accordingly, in 1975, Bud’s company 
acquired Bon Appetit magazine. Immediately, he instituted major 
changes aimed at realizing the magazine’s potential to meet the 
growing needs of “food enthusiasts.” 
 In 1977, Bud founded The Knapp Press, a book-publishing  
subsidiary that has sold 11 million copies, including the bestselling 
Italy: The Beautiful Cookbook. He also established Wilshire Marketing 
Corporation, a subsidiary that marketed merchandise designed to 
appeal to the readers of Architectural Digest and Bon Appetit. That 
company was renamed “Knapp Communications Corporation” in 
order to reflect its ownership.
 Following the sale of Knapp Communications in 1993, Bud served 
for ten years as chairman of the Board of Art Center College of Design 
in Pasadena, and he sat on the Board of Advisors at the UCLA Anderson 
Graduate School of Management. Currently, he is president of Talwood 
Corporation, which functions as a family office for administrative, 
investment and tax planning, and business management activity; and 
the Knapp Foundation. He has three children—Brian, Aaron, and 
Laura—and five grandchildren. 

Betsy and Bud Knapp
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Sarah Chase Shaw: Writer and Editor
Freelance writer and landscape architect Sarah Chase Shaw specializes 
in writing about design and lifestyle in the American West, including 
landscape architecture, architecture, community planning, environ-
mental design, land use, gardens, people, families, and history. She has 
authored two books on residential gardens, including Garden Legacy: 
the Residential Gardens of Design Workshop, and New Gardens of the 
American West. A native of Flagstaff, Arizona, and now a resident of 
Colorado’s Roaring Fork Valley, Sarah spends her free time exploring 
the American West with her husband and son—on foot, in a boat, on a 
bike, or atop a horse.

Todd Winslow Pierce: Photography
Todd Winslow Pierce is a professional landscape photographer based 
in Vail, Colorado. His images have appeared in numerous national and 
regional publications, advertisements, select marketing campaigns, 
and fine art installations. His commercial and fine art assignments 
have taken him to locations throughout the U.S., Canada, Europe, 
Costa Rica, and the Caribbean.
 Todd is a lifelong resident of Vail, Colorado, where his father, 
Gordon, moved in 1962 as a member of the original resort develop-
ment team. His deep connection to the land, especially to the 
mountains where he grew up, inspired the consistent focus on land-
scape and conservation photography that serves as the centerpiece of 
his work today. 

Lisa McGuire: Book Design
Lisa is a graphic designer specializing in exhibit design and book design. 
She began her career at the Denver Museum of Nature & Science and 
spent seven years learning her craft while there. Since leaving the 
museum, she has worked independently designing and producing 
graphic programs for clients throughout the West. 
 Lisa’s strength is in storytelling. She enjoys working with teams to 
create strategies that encourage curiosity, enjoyment and exploration, 
whether by turning pages, or walking through a gallery. 
 Lisa lives with her husband and various critters in a renovated 
1860s cabin at nine thousand feet in the Colorado Rocky Mountains.

The Book Team

Betsy and Bud Knapp

Sarah Chase Shaw Todd Winslow Pierce Lisa McGuire

Knapp Ranch Archives 
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Living Beneath the Colorado Peaks tells the true story of one 
couple’s pursuit of a dream to live in a remote valley in the Rocky 
Mountains. It’s the story of discovery, observation, fulfillment and 
self-sufficiency, and the many lessons learned throughout the process.
 In the 1990’s, Betsy and Bud Knapp, the original owners of 
Architectural Digest and Bon Appétit magazines left the competitive, fast-
paced world of publishing to pursue a lifelong dream.
     Settling in a headwater valley near Vail, Colorado, the Knapps began 
the process of designing and crafting a compound of cabins to share 
with family, friends, and ultimately, to be used as a western retreat for 
small and select multi-disciplinary groups whose visions honor the 
Knapps’ philanthropic spirit.
     Within these pages are chronicled the extraordinary process the 
Knapps undertook to methodically study their land, and learn from 
local builders and craftsmen, landscape architects, ecologists and water 
managers about how to best live in this remote mountain valley at 
9,000 feet.  

 Supported by an array of stunning photographs, informative text, 
illustrations, maps and drawings that describe both the experiences 
and the reasons behind the decisions made. Living Beneath the Colorado 
Peaks delves into the geologic and cultural history of the region and its 
influence on the architecture and interior design of the exquisite hand 
hewn log cabins and the handsome stone and timber main house in 
the magnificent compound of buildings.
      Sprinkled throughout the book are indelible stories of the relation-
ships forged with everyone dedicated to the commitment, and the 
challenge, of pursuing the historical building methods and artistry in 
every detail. In these pages, you will:
•  See how land and early settlement patterns influenced site plan-

ning and design.
•  Understand how the architect, landscape architect, and interior 

designer created structures, interior spaces and outdoor living 
areas that are authentic, timeless and respectful of the surround-
ing natural environment.

•  Appreciate rural lifestyle experiences, open landscapes and water 
rights use and responsibilities.

•  Learn how and when to grow a variety of plants for organic food 
production at 9,000 feet.

•  Learn from experts about the importance of sustainable living, 
now and in the future. 

•  Discover the value of investing time into a thoughtful process that 
creates a vision for the future.

Living Beneath the Colorado Peaks is ultimately a love story about a part-
nership of mind, body and spirit and the desire to create a place of 
beauty, serenity and depth that will continue for many years as a place 
for those who respect and value education, culture, the arts, science 
and technology, the humanities, sustainable agriculture, and place-
based learning.

Book Details
Hardbound, 288 pages, 13” x 11” landscape
Retail price: $__.__
Publication date: September 2018
Published by _____________, 
Distributed by______________
ISBN 978-0-00000-000-0

W              hen we first saw this valley, we were high atop a neighboring ridge…..  
             The wildness and solitude of this seemingly uncharted area intrigued us  
because, when you’re down in a valley, you don’t have the perspective of space. Once we  
saw what was around us, our curiosity was piqued....for us, this was new territory.     
                                                                                —Betsy and Bud Knapp


