The Maine
Cottage Look

A Yarmouth company specializes in wooden furnitire
that is colorful, simple, and fun. By Jeff Clark.

AROL and Peter Bass didn’t know a

lot about the furniture business when

they started Maine Cottage Furniture
in 1988 in Yarmouth. But they knew what
summer cottages meant to them, and they
figured a lot of other people felt the same
way. They were right. and today their com-
pany does nearly $2 million a year selling
simple. well-designed. Maine-made furni-
ture that evokes the comfort and fun of gold-
en summer days.

Their wooden furniture is reminiscent of
the sturdy, straight-lined pieces that coun-
try carpenters produced by the thousands in
earlier decades, well-used dressers and bed-
side cabinets without frills or curlicues that,
over years of use, migrated into summer
homes or spare rooms, their nicks and
scratches disguised under multiple layers of
paint. Maine Cottage keeps the feel of that
furniture. producing brightly painted
dressers and beds, hall tables and cocktail
tables. and other pieces that look equally at
home in a Northeast Harbor cottage or a
waterfront condominium in downtown
Portland.

The furniture is spare but not spartan.
Spindle legs and gingerbread are rare, but
at the same time the pieces are saved from
severity by uncommonly bright colors and
surprising touches. such as the curved trim
on the bottom of a dresser or the crowned
backboard on a bedside cabinet.

The Basses, both in their forties. started
the company out of a conviction that their
baby-boom generation wanted something
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different in furniture. They are very sure who
their market is, and it isn"t their parents” gen-
eration.

“When our parents reached middle age
and began buying better furniture, they
bought mahogany and other heavy, dark
woods.” Peter Bass reasons. “But their chil-
dren are much more comfortable with color,
and that carries over into furniture. We're
really looking to reach them at a time when
they. like their parents before them., are mov-
ing into middle age, achieving some finan-
cial security, and buying more for their
homes.”

“As it turned out, we were very timely,
partly by chance and partly by design.”
Carol adds. “There didn’t seem to be any
source for real furniture that was fun.”

“Fun™ is a word that crops up frequent-
ly when the Basses talk about their furni-
ture. They use it to differentiate their color-
ful dressers and bedsteads from the more
formal, stained-wood furniture that com-
monly characterizes their upscale price
range. If a dark oak bedroom dresser is like
the intimidating dowager aunt at a wedding,
their spruce-green Julianna four-drawer
dresser is the young cousin who likes to
dance at the reception.

Although the Basses aren’t making art
furniture. itis artistic in its own cozy. relaxed
way. At a time when the modern furniture
trend favors huge pieces for huge rooms,
Maine Cottage Furniture has a scale that is
more appropriate to Maine and Maine
spaces. The company’s wooden chairs

(which are, incidentally, more comfortable
than their severely linear appearance might
suggest) look like they belong under a fam-
ily-sized kitchen table rather than some
baronial banquet board. Prices range from
$250 for a chair or a half-bench to $4.195
for the Chebeague Island queen-sized bed.

OTH Basses have fond memories
of childhood summer places. Carol
Bass grew up in South Carolina
spending vacations at a family cottage on
the shore, and she remembers sitting in
a well-worn Adirondack chair that
became an old friend. Peter Bass, a
Wilton native, recalls summers at his
grandparents’ Boothbay Harbor cottage.



and a drawing of it is now featured in the
company logo.

“For us the cottage is the metaphor,”
Carol explains. “It is the perfect place to look
at how people furnish a space when they
want to have fun and relax.”

To complement the line of furniture
they design and make in Maine, they also
offer a full range of home furnishings and

crafts carefully selected from dozens of

other firms and individuals — from fine
Italian glassware and Swedish candlehold-
ers to handerafted mirrors made in Sullivan,
Maine. and angels created with wire by an
Orr’s Island artist —at their Yarmouth retail
store. *T look for the slightly funky and off-
beat,” Carol Bass offers, ““the kind of things

people would normally have to go to Boston
or New York to find.”

Theiremphasis on fun and relaxation has
struck a responsive chord. Customers come
into the Maine Cottage Furniture store, wan-
der amid the multicolored overstuffed sofas
and clean-lined coffee tables, and beg the
Basses to open a branch in their own home-
lowns.

Other people. especially during the
depths of winter, visit repeatedly just to
absorb the atmosphere of the store, which,
with its low, beamed ceilings and discreet-
ly separated furniture arrangements, delib-
erately evokes the feel and look of a sum-
mer cottage. “We have people who come in

just to feel good, because it reminds them
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Shown in their retail store

on the Roval River, Peter and Carol
Bass have successfully launched

a company based on their

own line of wooden furniture

that's informal enough for a Maine
cottage, but also at home in
condominiums and Capes.
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