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home
grown
Former KC resident’s art
can be found at Land of
Nod and she also has a
new line of wall decals.
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Since ancient times, man
has been drawn to fire
for food, warmth and

comfort from the dark. That at-
traction is still going strong,
and options for gathering
round a backyard circle of
dancing flames with family and
friends are more numerous
than ever.

Whether you’re looking for a
small, portable fire pit in the
$100 range or a large, outdoor
fireplace for $10,000 or more,
you’ll want to consider the full
line of products available.

“It can be a daunting task for
the homeowner to sort out,”
says Andy Wright, a landscape
designer with Landworks,
which operates in the Kansas
City area. “The market is really
evolving. We’re on the verge of
many possibilities.”

Wright begins by asking cli-
ents how they entertain and
what goals they have for the

space. Are they trying to
screen something? Do they
want built-in seating? What is
the budget?

Ron and Amy Mertz met
with him about building an
outdoor fireplace in their south
Overland Park yard. 

First he helped them select a
basic design using various
widths and colors of pavers
from a local hardscape compa-
ny. Next the fireplace was con-
structed at a factory in Wiscon-
sin. It was delivered by truck
six weeks later in two pieces
and assembled on a concrete
pad in about two hours.

For the Mertz family, Wright
suggested attached benches on
either side of the fire box, but
they could have chosen built-in
wood storage boxes, mini-wa-
terfalls flowing over the sides
or a pizza oven. 

While the modular construc-
tion is slightly cheaper than a 

JILL TOYOSHIBA | THE KANSAS CITY STAR

Amy and Ron Mertz of Overland Park have a modular fireplace with benches.

OUTDOORS | Drawn to the flames

EVOLUTION
OF FIRE

From portable pits to stone boulders,
many options provide light, warmth
and a place to gather in your backyard. 

By JILL DRAPER
Special to The Star
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fireplace constructed block by
block (about 10 to 20 percent
less, Wright says), the main at-
traction is the ease of installa-
tion. “The level of detail in this
project would have taken lots
of man hours to fabricate on-
site,” he says.

The fireplace was an imme-
diate hit. “We went from never
hanging out in the backyard to
being outside every free week-
end,” Ron Mertz says. His chil-
dren, under a watchful eye, use
it frequently as well, and it has
been the scene of many hot
dog and s’mores parties. Mertz
also likes the way the pavers tie
in with the materials used for
their patio, steps, walls and
deck.

At another Overland Park
home, Craig and Peggy
Schwartz were considering
purchasing a traditional fire pit
when they noticed a fire boul-
der at a nearby model home.
They were intrigued and
thought it would add character
to their yard.

Jared Barnes, a designer with
Next to Nature Landscape,
steered them to Canyon Stone
in Olathe to browse its selec-
tion of pre-drilled limestone
and sandstone boulders. Crip-
ple Creek Rock Co. in Kansas
City, North, also pre-drills
boulders, specializing in gran-
ite.

“The main thing to consider
with these is placement,”
Barnes says. “Once you plumb
a gas line and set a
1,200-pound boulder, you don’t
want to move it.”

He situated the rock at one
end of the Schwartz’s patio
with a water feature behind it.
At the other end, his crew used
pavers to build a rectangular
bar with a fire tray running
along the middle. Gas flames
flicker through smoky black
glass beads, while the fire boul-
der holds lava rocks.

The unique combination has
drawn the attention of neigh-
bors, Peggy Schwartz says.
“People are always coming by
to see what’s happening and
saying how pretty everything
looks. One guy who was driving
by at night saw the flames and
called up to say, ‘I think that bar
is on fire!’ ” she says laughing.

While the Schwartz home
has a custom-built fire bar, sev-
eral local patio furniture stores
sell fire tables ranging from tra-
ditional to contemporary de-
signs. At the upper price range
— $1,200 to $2,500 — the ta-
bles feature granite tops and
come in various heights: chat,
dining and bar.

Some have interchangeable
tops so the fire tray can be
switched to a solid granite cen-
ter with a small hole for an um-
brella or a larger hole for an ice
bucket. These tables can weigh
up to 1,000 pounds, so again,
placement is important.

For the smaller pocketbook,
there are many inexpensive,
lightweight choices for fire pits
ranging from stainless steel
and copper to ceramic and
stone. For true portability, a
wood-burning fire cart (with
wood storage below) has
wheels and a handle. 

Another option, especially
good for decks, is a faux
stacked stone column with a
small fire bowl attached on top.
A disposable propane cylinder

inside the column provides
spark-free flames. These items
usually retail for $100 to $350.

What’s next in the world of
fire? Wright is a big fan of fire-
water combinations, now be-
coming popular in the South-
west. Such combinations in-
clude a stone bench encircling
a fountain encircling a fire
bowl, and fire pots perched
along the edges of pools so the
flames reflect in the water at
night. There’s also an inches-
wide ground-level fire bar that
curves halfway around a hot
tub. 

“I don’t know if I’d recom-
mend that one for my clients,”
he cautions. “You’d have to be
careful where you step.”

Still, whatever form the pair-
ing takes, it’s hard to top the
tranquil sound and look of wa-
ter juxtaposed with the flicker
of red-hot flames, two of na-
ture’s most powerful elements.

“Everyone says they like the
warmth it puts out, but that’s
not the main attraction,”
Wright says. “They really like
the drama of watching the
flames dance.”
Jill Draper is a freelance writer
in Kansas City.

FIRE PITS: Water features are the hottest new thing
AVOID FIRE PIT
PITFALLS
❚ It’s going to rain on your
pit. Plan for drainage, or
you’ll end up with a smelly,
murky mess.

❚ Wind-blown debris will
collect inside, so consider
a cover for the pit when
it’s not in use.

❚ Locate the fuel controls
in a place where they’re
somewhat concealed, but
never inside the pit.

❚ Make sure the fuel line
has adequate pressure, or
you’ll wind up with weak
flames.

❚ Don’t block a great view
(including the sunset)
with a large outdoor
fireplace chimney.

❚ Consider the typical
direction of the wind so
you won’t be bathed in
smoke.

❚ Think about the height of
the fire vs. seating; many
times the fire pit is too low
for best effect.

❚ Check local ordinances
and homeowner
association rules before
you build or purchase.
Some bylaws allow gas for
fuel but not wood.

RESOURCES
❚ Canyon Stone, Olathe,
913-254-9300,
canyon-stone.com

❚ Cripple Creek Rock Co.,
5840 N.W. Prairie View
Road, 816-741-0036,
cripplecreekrockcompany
.com

❚ Landworks, Edwardsville,
Kan., 913-422-9300,
landworks-inc.com

❚ Next to Nature,
913-963-8180, Overland
Park, nexttonature.biz

❚ California Outdoor
Concepts, 877-274-6773,
californiaoutdoorconcepts
.com

❚ Outdoor Fire Concepts,
877-630-6114,
outdoorfireconcepts.com

❚ The Outdoor Great
Room Co., 651-287-7460,
outdoorrooms.com
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The Overland Park home of Craig and Peggy Schwartz has a custom-built fire bar and a fire boulder that holds lava rocks.
“People are always coming by to see what’s happening and saying how pretty everything looks,” Peggy Schwartz says. 

This Newcastle Fire Bowl sells for
$300 to $400 and holds a
20-pound propane tank inside. The
Rockland Fire Column (not
pictured) holds a 1-pound propane
tank and sells for about $99.
Search online for “fire column” to
see other brands and models.

The La Costa Series by
California Outdoor Concepts
has an aluminum base and
comes with a 48-inch granite
top with a matching granite
insert. Options include
increasing to a 54-inch granite
top and adding an ice bucket
cooler.

WELL TRAVELED LIVING

A Cart Fire Pit from Fire Sense
features a square heat-resistant
painted steel fire bowl and a fire
wood storage rack. The cart fire pit
also includes a fire tool and wood
grate. The cart is available at Home
Depot, Kmart, Sears, Brookstone
and other retailers for $130-$140.
Check first before heading out —
some stores only carry this item
online.
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Fine Lighting Since 1975

OVERL�ND P�RK 10530 Marty 913-642-1500
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www.wilsonlighting.com

Summer Breeze.
Stay cool for less with an easy-breezy Casablanca

ceiling fan fromWilson.

Choosing tile for your home once
meant picking from among a hand-
ful of pastel ceramic squares.
Would it be dusty pink or dusty
blue? 

Today, we’re surrounded by
choices. 

Porcelain tile is now made to look
like everything from aged wood
and rough fieldstones to sleek
Italian marble. Tiles made of glass,
cork, mirror and even leather are
taking the place of traditional ce-
ramics. 

“There’s so much decorative tile
out there now,” says Matthew
Quinn, principal of Design Galleria
Kitchen and Bath Studio in Atlanta.
But “some of it,” he says, “you can
just tell in three or four years this is
not something you’re going to
want to see every day.” 

Unlike paint and wallpaper, tile
isn’t something easily and affor-
dably changed every few years. 

Designers are fans of using tile all
the way up to the ceiling, rather
than the more old-fashioned ap-
proach of doing partial tile walls
with a snub-nosed edge. 

“It makes the entire room more
cohesive, and it can also give the

illusion that a space is larger than it
actually is,” says designer Brian
Patrick Flynn. 

Designer Mallory Mathison rec-
ommends tiling a single wall from
top to bottom in an entryway for a
striking effect. 

Clients sometimes assume full
walls of tile will make a project
expensive, says Quinn. But the cost
depends on your choice of tile.

“You can find a fabulous white
crackled subway tile for less than
$3 a square foot,” he says. 

Flynn loves using tiles made of
“unexpected materials, such as
leather, cork and wood. Leather
tiles can be used on walls and
ceilings, but in lower-traffic areas.
Cork is a dream because it helps
soundproof a space, plus it offers a
really warm, organic texture in-
stead of the sleek ceramic surfaces
we’re used to seeing.” 

“Wooden tiles are rather pricey,”
Flynn says, but Quinn points out
that manufacturers such as Porce-
lanosa now offer porcelain tiles that
look strikingly like real wood. They
are durable, resistant to moisture
and need no maintenance. 
| The Associated Press

DECOR | MAKING SENSE OF TILE’S VERSATILITY

CHRISTINA WEDGE

Carry the same tile used on a backsplash
throughout the kitchen for a modern look,
says designer Brian Patrick Flynn.


