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Laura’s Next Act
IS THERE LIFE BEYOND VERDADES?
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The Barns  
That Dreams Are 

Made Of

Outstanding design is ideally a combination of form and function. 
But must function override aesthetic, or can they seamlessly coexist? In 
the equestrian world, we’ve discovered a balance where design tran-
scends practicality without compromising style. It serves as a reminder 
that safe, stunning, and functional design is alive and well, championed 
in the knowledgeable and exacting hands of John Blackburn. 

Upon first glance, the images of equestrian projects designed by Wash-
ington D.C.-based Blackburn Architects, P.C. can leave the general 
horse-loving, design-appreciating consumer in a comatic state of 
inspiration, wonder, and awe. But make no mistake, while aestheti-
cally pleasing, these Blackburn-designed properties have succeeded 
in placing the horse in front of the cart. 

With a career spanning over 30 years, John is a master of equestrian 
facility design and earned a reputation for himself and his firm as 
authorities on the “healthiest horse barns in the world”, the develop-
ment of which are based on three key elements. “First is the pro-
gram and needs of the owner. Second is the demands of the site and 
the environment. And lastly, I design for the health and safety of the 
horse,” John says.

“Our design priorities never superseded our clients’ priorities,” he 
continues. “Many firms and architects have a body of work that is simi-
lar, with elements that grow to characterize and associate that firm. 
Mine are not that way. Our projects are distinct, and they are designed 
that way to meet the demands of the people using the facility, but 
most importantly for the horse.”

When you take an asset, such as a world-class horse, and place it in 
a structure, you do everything possible to protect that asset. But at 
the end of the day, the horse is a flight animal. “And you are asking 
for trouble,” John laughs. “In order to maintain a level of safety for 
this animal, we must duplicate nature and give the horse environ-
mental choice.” But how do you accomplish this in a man-made 
structure, maintaining that crucial element of safety while also cre-
ating an aesthetically-pleasing space? Answer: “Natural light and 
vertical ventilation.” 

“The styles of each of our design-properties fluctuate, but these prin-
ciples of lift and light always remain. We place barns perpendicular 
to breezes in order to amplify airflow. Windows, Dutch doors, and 
low vents allow for air to come in, and steeply sloped roofs force the 
breezes to flow over, thus creating low pressure. This in turn pulls 
the air into the barn and vertically lifts it through the vents and sky-
lights, which results in a what we call a passive flow of air. It’s like a 
chimney effect.” 

This age-old philosophy helps to keep equestrian facility woes such 
as bacteria, mold, and dust at bay. And when it comes to natural light, 
you cannot go wrong with the addition of skylights. “Again, coming 
back to the principal of duplicating nature for the animal. Natural over-
head light is key for these horses, both mentally and physically.”

To better understand these principles, NOËLLE FLOYD Magazine 
reviewed three distinctive properties, each with striking aesthetic dif-
ferences but, nonetheless, possessing the underlying fundamentals 
of exceptional design. >

From rustic, to modern, to traditional,  
studying these three farms is a veritable crash  

course in exceptional barn design. 

Words by Alli Addison  | Photography as noted.
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LUCKYJACK FARM
Rancho Santa Fe, California

Coastal, early California style influenced this hunter/jumper property, 
which sits perched high above Rancho Santa Fe, boasting unparal-
leled views of the surrounding landscape and historical district 
below. “This property was unique in that it was a new build project 
that resided just outside the historic district. And although we were 
not required to adhere to the historical district guidelines, the client 
wanted to still honor that classical style and instill a sense of histori-
cal integrity to the facility,” John says. 

The 15-stall barn and 3,900 square-foot clubhouse draw upon the 
classic finish materials native to the early-California style of architec-
ture: stark white stucco walls, terra cotta tiles, tumbled brick pavers 
set in a herringbone pattern, rough sawn and deeply saturated wood 
beams, trellises, and pergolas. But these rustic and antiqued mate-
rials are juxtaposed and refined by the inclusion of smooth trowel 
stucco, contemporary-styled, oil-rubbed bronze lighting, and ample 
natural light, all resulting in a new-aged, traditional aesthetic.  

A perfect intersection of old California beauty and performance sport 
horse function, but when tasked with the process of erecting a world-
class equestrian facility – of any scale – where do you even begin? 
Gathering images and elements of interest for the design of a future 
horse environment is crucial and allows your design team, contrac-
tors, and more to further develop a site plan, an inspiration board, 
and eventual conceptual design.

“I love having my clients start with Pinterest,” John says. “With a cli-
ent base that is essentially worldwide, I’ve learned that technology 
has changed everything. It has made the process of collaboration and 
communication more accessible. Pinterest is a wonderful starting point 
for both design professionals and clientele.” >

Shane and Lauren Photography
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PEGASO FARM
Mettawa, Illinois

Located an hour from the bustling metropolis of Chicago in the small 
rural village of Mettawa, Ill., resides an equestrian facility to rival the 
most contemporary of designs. “When the client first came to us for 
this project,” John explains, “they did not want the typical ‘barn’ look. 
They were fans of of the late 20th-century stylings of Frank Lloyd Wright, 
prairie school architecture, and the concept of organic architecture.” 
These design terms, which are commonly used interchangeably, are 
denoted by horizontal lines, large bands of windows, flat roofs, and the 
integration into the wide and flat surrounding landscape of the Midwest. 

Upon first glance, the structures on this 24-acre private equestrian 
farm provide a contemporary contrast to its rural environment, but 
when given the opportunity for a closer look, the design fits in seam-
lessly. Surrounded by wetlands, various tree species, and wide open 
spaces, the long and low 24-stall barn melds into its habitat. The com-
bination of warm-hued woods and cool-toned fiber cement siding 
call upon the colors and textures residing nearby in nature. The trans-
lucent paneled indoor arena creates the illusion of airy space, allow-
ing the structure to nearly disappear into the horizon. 

The design of the indoor arena goes beyond its attractive exterior. 
For the interior of this particular structure, John again employed the 
concept of duplicating nature. The cold and harsh winters of the Midwest 
bring with them months of indoor programs for the inhabiting dressage 
mounts. To create an outdoor and airy feel, the ceiling of Pegaso Farm’s 
indoor arena is painted white. When combined with the skylights and 
and horizontal translucent panels, the arena becomes brighter and 
appears larger. 

“A key design element to our equestrian facilities is the isolation of 
people, vehicles, and horses,” John says. “Pegaso is a perfect exam-
ple of this philosophy.” In order to promote the health and safety of 
the horse and place as top priority, these three groups must have 
their own designated area. When the design opportunity is available 
to a project, the flow and function of the facility is elevated to a higher 
level of accessibility, workability, and livability for both its animals and 
its stewards. >

Photography by Cesar Lujan



3332 noellefloyd.comnoellefloyd.com



3534 noellefloyd.comnoellefloyd.com

RUTLEDGE FARM
Middleburg, Virginia

It is only fitting that the conversation of exceptional barn designs and 
equestrian facilities ends with the Middleburg, Va., legacy property 
dating all the way back to 1740 – Rutledge Farm. Nearly 245 years 
after the farm’s original dwelling was built, Mr. and Mrs. Hermen 
Greenberg bought the property and began a renovation fueled by 
passion, excellence, and a commitment to the farm’s storied past. 

“This was one of our first equestrian projects,” John says. “Technically, 
it was our second. In 1983, while working on a project just up the road, 
we were hired by the Greenbergs for the restoration project which 
encompassed the residence, current barns, the addition of a carriage 
house, broodmare barns, and more in what would become one of 
the world’s elite Thoroughbred breeding operations.” 

During this renovation process, which spanned several years, John 
had already begun employing his design philosophy of maintaining 
a site’s integrity and designing for the environment. With a histori-
cal property located in the heart of Virginia Hunt Country, one of the 
primary goals became restoring the farm to fit into its surroundings. 
Stone, stucco, timber, and neutral tones resulted in a space rich in 
tradition. For the decades that followed, Rutledge Farm continued 
to position itself and the horses it produced as a champion of the 
industry. In 2010, following the death of Mr. Greenberg, a new gen-
eration emerged for the legacy property and its program, as the reins 
were passed to Greenberg’s son, Aleco Bravo-Greenberg. 

“I had always loved the farm, the industry, and the area,” Aleco says. 
“But I was tasked with what to do with the property after I took it over.” 

The farm had become an industry standard for producing elite Thor-
oughbreds, but Aleco decided to steward this historical property into 
its next chapter of life: as a world-class sport horse facility. With the 

focus now turned towards hunter/jumpers and grand prix riders, 
improvements, renovations, and additions have been made to sup-
port the new program, such as the recent repurposing of the polo 
field to function as a grand prix field, the renovation of the indoor 
arena, and the addition of new tack rooms.

“When deciding what improvements we were going to make here at 
Rutledge, I have been given some excellent advice, and I’ve learned 
some important lessons,” Aleco says. “One piece of advice I received 
was to let things occur naturally, such as pathways. Where do the rid-
ers and the horses naturally gravitate towards? What is the path they 
inherently choose? I’ve also learned to ask lots of questions, seek lots 
of advice, and do a lot of listening.” 

With the two-and-a-half year renovation now complete, Aleco is cham-
pioning Rutledge Farm into a new era. “2017 marked a big change 
for us at Rutledge,” he says. “We brought in gold-medal-winning Olym-
pic rider Will Simpson to teach our inaugural clinic here at the farm, 
and this really sparked the next chapter as we work to provide riders 
with an unparalleled, world-class education. We call it our Rutledge 
Farm Sessions.” 

Since that inaugural session, Rutledge Farm has played host to clinics 
taught by McLain Ward, Phillip Dutton, and Leslie Burr Howard, with 
an impressive roster lined up for 2019. “In my time here, I’ve learned 
that in order to offer the best here at Rutledge, I need to demand 
the best of myself, and I need to work with the best,” Aleco says. 

“When it comes to building a world-class equestrian facility, my num-
ber one piece of advice to others is although it may cost more upfront, 
it will cost less in the long run, so do it right the first time. Otherwise, 
don’t do it.”

Erin Kate Photography
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is your key into the barns, homes,  
and training programs of the world’s 
top riders and grooms. 

Go Inside:
noellefloyd.com/insider

The access you’ve been waiting for…
granted.


