
TEXT BY

Creede Fitch
PHOTOS BY | @BENJAMINRAS

Benjamin Rasmussen

Cabin Achiever  A tech professional  
heads to Hill Country and builds  
an off-the-grid vacation rental for $25,000.

Ryan McLaughlin watches  
the sunset from the deck of 
the 160-square-foot tiny 
home he built, with no prior 
experience, at his parents’ 
horse ranch in Georgetown, 

Texas (opposite). Soon, the 
trailer-mounted cabin will  
be moved to a vineyard, where 
it will operate grid-free and be 
available to rent for short 
stays. A fiberglass door covers 

a void in the wall that holds  
a solar-powered water 
heater, a propane tank, and 
wood for a fire bowl. A Hem  
table and Muuto rug center 
the living area (above).  
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When the sofa is being  
used as a bed, blackout 
roller shades can be low-
ered to turn the living space 
into a proper sleeping  
area (below). Although the 

kitchen is small, it comes 
equipped with a sink, a 
propane hot plate, a mini 
fridge/freezer, and other 
essentials, including (clock-
wise from top left) a Hario 

3. SOFA BED 

In addition to having a 
queen bed upstairs, Ryan 
built a sofa that converts  
to a twin, based on a design 
by architect Sean O’Neill. 
The transformable unit cost 
$500 in upholstery, $35 in 
wood, and $4 in hinges.

2. FLOORING 

Interlocking rubber tiles 
from HiddenLock provide 
a watertight seal for  
the floor. Primarily used  
in garages, the tough,  
spill-friendly tiles cost  
about $3.15 per square foot. 

1. SIDING 

With prices starting in  
the low five figures, pre-
treated shou sugi ban siding 
was out of the question.  
“My girlfriend and I spent  
a week cutting, trimming, 
burning, scrubbing, and 
oiling the cedar ourselves,” 
says Ryan. The project cost  
a total of $550 in materials.

4. DOOR 

The Premier folding door 
accounted for a third of  
the total budget, but Ryan 
felt it was worth the expense 
for its unobtrusive frame. 
“That was the cheapest, 
thinnest frame I could 
find—the most invisible 
door,” he says.  

ceramic coffee dripper; 
a space-efficient custom 
pegboard that holds Crow 
Canyon enamel mugs; hand 
towels from Ferm Living; 
and IKEA cooking utensils.  2
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In Texas, where everything is bigger, 
Ryan McLaughlin is placing his bets  
on something small. Specifically, a 
simple 160-square-foot cabin that he 
hopes city-dwellers will book for $149  
a night to get away, find some focus, 
and reconnect with nature. 

Ryan, a Texas native, spent many 
years in Seattle as a digital product 
designer, but by 2017 he was look-
ing to move beyond pushing pixels 
around a screen to something more 
three-dimensional. On weekends,  
he would escape to cottages in Wash-
ington’s evergreen forests, where the 
pace of life gave him time to think. 
He wanted to bring that meditative 
experience back to his home state. 
When a coworker introduced him to 
Seattle architect Sean O’Neill—who, 
like Ryan, is a fan of Scandinavian  
and Japanese design—he knew he  
had found the person to help him 
make his dream a reality. 

Of course, it wouldn’t be that  
easy. Almost immediately after Ryan 
and O’Neill connected, they were met 
by a cascading series of obstacles, 
starting with cost. To meet his budget 
of $25,000, Ryan, who had no  
background in construction, would  
have to build everything himself.     

“ I’ve always been a self-starter  
and wanted to do something with  
my hands.” Ryan McLaughlin, owner
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ARCHITECT   
Sean O’Neill

Elsewhere Cabin A

A Deck/Entrance
B Storage
C Living Area
D Kitchen
E  Bathroom
F Sleeping Loft
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2. GLASS WALL 

The frosted glass  
wall between the kitchen  
and the bathroom,  
which distributes  
light while protecting  
privacy, cost $160. 

4. LIGHTING 

Ryan fashioned the sconces 
for about $10 each. “The 
electrical was the most 
daunting task but also the 
most rewarding,” he says. 
“When you plug in a light 
and turn it on, it’s momen-
tous.” His electrical work  
was later certified by a pro. 

3. LADDER 

At $60, the sliding track 
hardware for the ladder  
to the loft cost twice  
as much as it cost to  
make the ladder itself.

1. WOODWORK 

Most of the interior, 
including the walls and 
storage, is made of  
Chilean pine plywood,  
which Ryan chose for its 
durability and lack of  
knots. Each sheet, purchased 
at Lowe’s, cost $20.

Clockwise from top left:  
The bathroom’s plywood 
counter, which supports a 
vessel sink by Fine Fixtures, 
has a matte polyurethane 
finish; the flower pot is by 
Hay and the mirror is from 
Target. A simple rope pull 
functions as the handle to 

the cabin’s only internal 
door. A Milgard awning 
window provides ventilation. 
A Croma showerhead  
by Hansgrohe is mounted  
from a section of ceiling  
that was stained black;  
the U-shaped curtain track 
is an IKEA hack. 

“ When I first set foot in it, I said  
it was everything I hoped it would  
be and more.” Sean O’Neill, architect 

2

The easiest way to do that, it turned 
out, would be to assemble the cabin 
at his parents’ horse ranch outside 
Austin and then transport it more 
than a hundred miles north to its 
intended final location, his brother’s 
vineyard in the Hill Country town of 
Mason. Making the structure mobile 
demanded that it be built on a trailer 
base. That trailer base then deter-
mined the footprint in which O’Neill 
would have to squeeze a living space, 
kitchenette, work nook, full bath-
room, and sleeping area.

To fit everything, the architect 
included a convertible sofa, a lofted 
bedroom, and a folding glass door to 
a deck that doubles the living area. 
And to compensate for Ryan’s lack 
of experience, he kept the design 
deliberately simple. 

Over an eight-month period, Ryan 
tackled everything from charring the 
cedar for the facade with a blowtorch 
to hammering together storage cub-
bies. To enable the home to function 
off the grid, he also installed solar 
panels for power, a composting toilet 
for waste, and a water tank for the 
shower and sinks. 

The result is a laidback, pitched-
roof cabin in which every inch of 
space is thoughtfully allotted so 
that guests can spend the maximum 
amount of time outdoors. “Most tiny 
homes you see essentially replicate  
a normal house and downsize  
everything,” says Ryan. “We wanted to  
work our way from the inside out.” 

More at Dwell.com
Find out how to book  

the Elsewhere cabin—and see 
more photos—online at 

dwell.com/cabin-achiever
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