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Winter was coming. The temperatures dropped. Food 
was scarce and so was shelter. The first English set-
tlers in Massachusetts Bay had to learn how to build 
their homes from scratch. They shoveled dugouts in 
hillsides and built wigwams to ensure protection 
against the elements. None of these first primitive 
dwellings survive to our times.  
 

Later, when the settlers were better off, they started 
building cottages as they knew back in England, with 
thatched roofs and spaces in the wooden frame filled 
with plaster. These houses proved inadequate, too 
fragile for New England weather. 
 

In the second half of the 17th century the colonists 
developed an improved design, a house derived from 
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Edward Hopper's "The Mansard Roof," part of an exhibit Edward Hopper - The Wa-
tercolors, at Washington's National Museum of American Art, Photo © AP Images  

the English traditions but adapted to the climate. On 
the outside, the upper floor projected beyond the 
lower floor, while inside there was a large stone fire-
place able to warm the interior. Frequently, an addi-
tion was built on one side or at the rear and would 
house a kitchen with pantries or bedrooms.  
 

Dutch traditions were a bit different, and so were 
Spanish, and Swedish, and é many others. 
 

In this issue of Zoom we look at how different national 
traditions of home building developed in the New 
World, changing and adapting to American weather 
and soil and deriving from the wisdom of native in-
habitants to build the most essential abode for each 
man: their own home. 



 

 

the Spanish who introduced wooden molds into the 
production of adobe bricks. Before, adobe had just 
been spread in layers and left to dry.  
  

House that Guarantees Thermal Comfort  
  

Apart from their color, shape and eye pleasing natural 
charm, adobe houses are ideal for the hot and dry cli-
mate of the southwestern states. The thick walls ab-
sorb the heat of the day which warms the rooms during 
the night. The interior retains a relatively constant tem-
perature, even when there are huge variations of tem-
peratures outside reaching forty degrees Fahrenheit or 
more. Adobe houses are said to be ñcooler in summer 
and warmer in winter.ò 
 

For Every Pocket  
 

With the new interest in green building, adobe has 
been making a successful comeback into the building 
industry, especially in such states as New Mexico, Ari-
zona and California. Houses can be cheap, especially 
if owner-built, but they can also be very costly, and 
combine the natural material with ultra modern tech-
nologies of solar aperture, energy saving window units,  
not to mention artistic and handmade interior décor 
including for example hand-carved entry doors, lintels, 
corbels, or the adobe hand-shaped nichos (niches) or 
bancos (benches). 
 
 

Text by AIRC Krakow 
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One of the Oldest & Lasting Materials  
 

Adobe is a material used in the construction of homes. 
It is made from clay, straw, sand and water which are 
mixed and baked to form hard bricks. Thanks to avail-
ability of the ingredients, cheapness and durability, it 
has been known and used for centuries on end, and is 
one of the oldest building materials in the world. Taos 
Pueblo in New Mexico (see the photo in the top right-
hand corner) is over 1000 years old and is still inhab-
ited today. A World Heritage Sight visited by hundreds 
of thousands of tourists each year, today it is home to 
over 190 dwellers who live there permanently. 
 

Accommodation for Many Families  
 

In America, Indians built pueblos (Spanish for villages) 
using abode as construction material. Located at first in 
hard to reach areas for safety reasons (see a spec-
tacular ancient cliff dwelling in the wall of Canyon de 
Chelly in the photo above), the adobe pueblos were 
laid out in the shape of a letter D or E, and had several 
stories. Numerous rooms could house well over a thou-
sand people. Their inner part often enclosed a court-
yard.  
 

The Spanish Contribution  
 

These enclosed patios, alongside porches held up with 
posts called zapatas, heavy wooden doors and elabo-
rate corbels are the Spanish contributions to adobes 
(shortened name for an adobe house). It was indeed 
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(clockwise from the photo above) Ancient cliff dwellings at Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Ari-
zona; Tourists visit Taos Pueblo, New Mexico; The stamp shows a replica of the church at San Gabriel, 

located in present day Espanola, New Mexico; The Martinez family's home, which was built by ABC's 
television show "Extreme Makeover: Home Edition" in Albuquerque's Trumbull Village neighborhood. 
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