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Cornfields, still sleepy from winter, stretch for miles north of Champaign. They closely hug a road, seemingly running side-by-side forever. As the road climbs in tight "S" curves, the horizon appears empty. It seems that this is the edge of the world that we refused to believe is flat. 

The Medieval populace was right all along, take a turn and soon the cornfields disappear. Acres of trees emerge on land that was pasture less than 40 years ago. Gray and lifeless, the forest looks like it has something to hide. Following the narrow gravel road into the trees, one uncovers the secret - Busboom Castle stands towering over its kingdom in Dewey, Illinois. 

A raised 10-foot-long drawbridge guards the two-towered structure and a pair of gargoyles, perched on the edge of the roof, wait for warmer weather to spout water into the shallow moat in front of the castle. Narrow openings, ready for archers' arrows, mark every wall, forcing one to wonder whether someone is hiding behind the walls or on the roof, with bows and arrows, swords, or even caldrons of boiling oil, ready to attack. 

Instead, Bruce Busboom - the king - stands under the cover of sawdust quietly painting finials in a garage behind the house. They are the final decorations for a balcony he is making for the master bedroom.

"There's no such thing as a house that's all done," he says.

Busboom, a 50-year-old construction superintendent at the University of Illinois, has spent almost 20 years working on the castle. He decided in 1987, after 13 years of carpentry, to create his dream house. The countryside, he says, is "the last bastion of freedom left." The rest of the country, meanwhile, is divided into identical neighborhoods, sectioned off by identical streets and lined by identical houses. 

"To me, there's something wrong with that," Busboom says. 

The castle first appeared in sketches; it was then twice as big with four towers. After Busboom estimated the costs, four round towers became two square towers and the entire castle became smaller. 

"Then the plan was 'How am I going to build it? How was I going to be able to afford it?'," Busboom recalls. "So I started buying materials on sale - my Menard's 'Sunday Spectacular'."

Busboom was probably the first king in history to shop for building materials in a hardware store. He scoured sale fliers and stockpiled materials in a two-story garage while living in a two-story century-old house. For 100 nights in a row, he poured cement into molds to make the concrete blocks he would place along the edge of the roof of the castle. Busboom even made his own windows. By 1993, he was ready to begin building. 

"There was one Saturday morning when I had all the concrete placed," he remembers, "And I had these 8' x 8" posts in a pile, and I had these 3' x 12" oak beams in another pile. I had a plan and I made copies of it and sent everybody an invitation and a $100 bill stuck in it [saying] 'Will you please come out Saturday morning and help me put this thing up?'

"Everyone came out. It was like the best Saturday of my life, right next to my children being born. These guys rolled in at 6 o'clock in the morning. [The] sun didn't come up till about 6:30. We had donuts and coffee," said Busboom. "By 7 o'clock, the saws started winding up and the drills started drilling ... It was like an Amish barn raising."

When the Busboom family - Bruce, his wife Marcia and their two children - moved into their new home in 1995, there were no doors in the bedrooms or bathrooms, and there was no ceiling - only the bare roof shown.

"The carpets were done [and] the walls were all painted, but that was about it," Busboom says. He did his own plumbing and wiring, and over the next 10 years, he furnished a ceiling, installed lights, surround-sound speakers, a fireplace, and even a three-person elevator, which starts playing music automatically when operated.

Now, the long dining table is the masterpiece in the Great Hall - a two-story main room - that opens to more rooms on the sides. On the south side, there is a large open kitchen. On the west side, a giant entertainment center towers over the seating area. 

On the east end, the portcullis guards the main entrance. Busboom begins to busy himself with a stereo, and soon a fanfare of trumpets blasts as the mechanism churns and the drawbridge slowly descends over the moat. 

In 1974, Busboom took a real estate class, and even though he hadn't built the castle to sell, he kept in mind the top feature that sells a house. 

"[The] front door has to make a statement," he says, clearly aware that his mechanized drawbridge - the only mechanized one in America, he declares - passed the test. 

"Actually, this is not my dream house," 

Busboom says suddenly. 

He has been sketching on bar napkins a new idea for a house: A 90-foot chrome spaceship that crashed into a cornfield with porthole windows and a hydraulic ramp. And if that plan doesn't work, he will build the Titanic, suspended vertically and going under in its tragic final moments. A partially submerged stovepipe will be the garage, and the doorbell will sound like a foghorn. 

"I think the Titanic in the middle of the Midwest is hysterical because we're so far from water," he says.

By now, however, Busboom begins to wonder about his obsession with the unconventional. 

"There's something in the water out here," he says, explaining that a neighbor down the road built a geodesic dome, others have a giant lawn chair installation, and a woman nearby built her apartment inside a metal machine shed. 

Or maybe there's something strange in everyone else's water who settles for identical boxes instead of homes and lives in uniform neighborhoods instead of on the individualistic frontier. 

"Having fun is what it's all about," says Busboom. "We don't have much time here. We gotta pack as much fun as we can. 
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