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Draw inspiration from a 
dream home in Lake Toxaway

RetreatNatural
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A dream home in Lake Toxaway blends  
innovative design with an enthralling natural setting

Written by Melissa Reardon

Photographs by Christopher Shane
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home gains its footage in height. Approach 
it from the pavement, and the dwelling 
looks like a modest single-story residence 
with the stone and Douglas fir exterior and 
attractive living roof blending nicely with 
the surroundings. Approach it from the 
water, which is not likely given that it’s a 
private lake, and the home’s grandeur is 
apparent.

Inside, the house boasts five bedrooms 
and equally ample baths, a to-die-for office 
where Jeff carries out his work as head of an 
insurance company, a workout room and hot 
tub on the adjoining patio, a temperature-
controlled wine cellar, an open kitchen, 
dining, living, and bar area that’s perfect for 
entertaining, and a deck upon which you 
might wish to live out the rest of your life. 
It’s replete with a sleek outdoor kitchen, 
fireplace, TV, and plenty of plush seating. 
And when the large glass pocket doors 
are tucked out of sight, the line between 
indoors and out disappears, allowing the 
scenery to come into the sharpest focus. It 
is the view, after all, that spurred the entire 
project. 

W
hen the team from Platt 
Architecture in Brevard 
drew up the plans for 
Jeff and Elisha Zander’s 
home on Cardinal Lake 
in the small Lake Tox-

away community, they must have thought of 
the photographer’s rule of thirds. A soaring 
pitched roof and multiple floor-to-ceiling 
windows frame jaw-dropping views of the 
lake, mountains, and sky, which are vis-
ible from every room in the house (all 7,000 
square feet of it), save maybe the closets and 
a few bathrooms. The views are serenely 
transforming, and the house itself—contem-
porary by design—is a dream. 

The dwelling is also particularly im-
pressive in how it’s almost cantilevered 
out over the water. Stand in the living 
room or on the deck, and it’s easy to forget 
the ground below. Talk about feeling at one 
with nature.

This isn’t exactly a hulking house on a 
lake though. It’s large for sure, but given 
the steep slope and relatively short dis-
tance between the road and the water, the 

BE HERE NOW 

In the living room, 

it’s hard to distract 

from the views, 

but key works of 

art—the blown 

glass sculptures, 

Italian chandelier, 

and coffee table 

made locally by 

Rob Sadler—draw 

the gaze inside.

ONE WITH NATURE While the home’s contemporary design is uncommon in Lake Toxaway, natural elements including a stone 

and Douglas fir exterior and living roof help it blend with the environment. Below, the Zanders on their back deck 
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SEEING IS BELIEVING
The Zanders, who hail from the hotter, 
humid clime of Nashville, Tennessee, be-
gan  their love affair with Lake Toxaway 13 
years ago when they brought their daughter, 
Halle, to Keystone Camp in Brevard. The 
couple checked into the Greystone Inn on 
Lake Toxaway. “We drove up in the middle 
of the night,” recalls Elisha. “I kept saying, 
‘I can’t believe there’s a lake this high up.’” 
The view when they awoke the following 
morning left a lasting impression, one that 

lured them back again and again. 
They eventually purchased a small house 

on nearby Cardinal Lake, situated higher up 
the mountain from where their new home 
sits. “We were pretty sure that would be the 
extent of our investment here,” says Jeff. 
But when they found out that the property 
below was soon to be for sale, Jeff and a 
neighbor took a boat out to inspect the lot. 
“When I saw it from the lake, I knew we had 
to have it,” he recalls.

The Zanders worked with Al and Parker 

Platt to design a contemporary dwelling 
that reflects the natural surroundings. With 
blueprints in place, they had gotten no fur-
ther than building the driveway, a retaining 
wall, and a dock when the economy crashed. 
The entire project was put on hold indefi-
nitely. But toward the close of 2009, Parker 
pressed Jeff to move ahead.

“I asked a builder to go on the site and 
erect scaffolding in the exact position where 
the deck was to be,” says Parker. Using two-
by-fours, the builder also marked the verti-
cal line of the fireplace and angle of the roof 

SOCIAL SCENE The open floor plan is 

great for large parties. The bar in the cor-

ner flows seamlessly into the dining and 

living room. Twelve can dine comfortably 

around the table by Brian Fireman.

“ I love when you’re standing in 
the living room, and it’s almost like 

you’re standing on the lake.”
—Traci Kearns, interior designer

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS Custom 

sapele wood cabinetry in the 

kitchen beautifully conceals 

appliances. The island countertop 

is made of copper dune granite.
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for visual effect. Parker and Jeff met on-
site, climbed up on the scaffolding, sat down 
in chairs, and cracked open beers. “I said, 
‘OK. Your fireplace is going to be right there. 
This is the line of the chimney coming up. 
That’s the angle of the roof, and there’s the 
rock,’” referring to the sublime mountain 
view across the lake. “He looked at me, took 
a sip of his beer, and said, ‘Let’s do it.’”  

AESTHETICALLY SPEAKING
Construction began in earnest in 2010 and 
was completed in 18 months. Unlike some 
who might take a more hands-off approach 
when hiring a team of architects and de-
signers, the Zanders played a big role in 
the creation of their grand lake house. “Jeff 
and Elisha have a strong sense of their own 
style and aesthetic,” says Traci Kearns of 
Alchemy Design Studio in Asheville. She 
worked closely with the Zanders and Platt 
Architecture to design much of the interior. 
“They were very committed to the process 
and the creation of the project,” she says. 

Many aspects of the house are holdovers 
from their home in Nashville, including 
the shed roof and stacked stone exterior, 
as well as the contemporary style. And as 
with their Tennessee digs, rich reds, black, 
and brown colors and iridescent accents 
thread throughout the house. They also 
love exotic woods, using Lyptus for the 
flooring, ipe on the deck, bubinga for pan-
eling in the foyer and the custom cabine-
try in Jeff ’s office, and sapele wood in the 
dining room, bar, and kitchen. The various 
colors and grains bring warmth and tex-
ture to these spaces. The granite fireplaces 
and countertops throughout were chosen 
with equal attention. “Jeff had more inter-
est in granite than anyone I’ve ever worked 
with,” laughs Parker. 

One thing the Zanders didn’t know they 
wanted was a living roof. “Parker sug-
gested the idea, and we were both excited 
about the thought of it,” recalls Jeff. With 
the house sitting below street level and 
close to the road, the roof is an extension 
of the landscaping. So unlike a lot of living 
roofs, you can actually see this one. Kate 

and Emilio Ancaya of Living Roofs Inc. in 
Asheville handled the construction, and at 
Jeff ’s request, the plants all lean toward the 
red spectrum—a color, Parker points out, 
that  speaks to Jeff ’s passion for red wine, 
specifically California cabernets. The mix 
of sedums flower red and pink in the spring 
and summer, while the foliage fades to bur-
gundy in the fall and winter.

Inside the house, Kearns helped the Zan-
ders select key lighting fixtures, furnishings, 
and artwork that fit with their aesthetic. Some 
pieces, like the dining table fashioned of 
bubinga wood by Tryon artist Brian Fire-
man, were sourced from nearby, while oth-
ers, including the shimmering glass chan-
deliers in the foyer and living room, were 
imported from afar. “This wasn’t one of 

those projects where things were all local,” 
notes Kearns. “The Zanders have their past 
life in Nashville and things they like there, 
and their life in Aspen, where they also enjoy 
spending time. It’s a reflection of them and 
the places they like being.”

“When I was younger, I always thought I 
would have a beach house,” muses Elisha, 
“but I found out I’m really a mountain girl.” 
She, Jeff, and sometimes Halle, who’s now 
21, spend much of the summer and fall in 
Lake Toxaway, boating, kayaking, and pad-
dling on the water, soaking up their sur-
roundings, taking short trips to explore 
nearby towns, and entertaining friends 
every chance they get. “I’m at home in these 
mountains,” she adds. And Jeff agrees, “This 
is a little bit of heaven for us.”                      s s s

IN THE DETAILS Clockwise from top left, a mica chandelier by Fuse Lighting. In the 

foyer, works of art have been sourced from around the world. Dark walls in the master 

bedroom put the focus on the views. The wine cellar is temperature-controlled.

Resources 
ARCHITECT 

Platt Architecture, PA

Brevard

(828) 884-2393

plattarchitecture.com

BUILDER

Holbrook & Nichols Construction

Lake Toxaway

(828) 966-4400

holbrook-nichols.com

ROOFING

Living Roofs, Inc.

Asheville

(828) 252-4449

livingroofsinc.com

INTERIOR DESIGN

Alchemy Design Studio

Asheville

(828) 255-5110

alchemy-interiors.com

DECKED OUT With ample lounge chairs, a granite fireplace, TV, an outdoor kitchen, 

and irresistible views, the deck is the most coveted space in the home. Glass pocket 

doors can disappear completely, fully welcoming the outdoors in. 


