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gl before undesstanding just what mideentury modern really meant, my wife arnd  had
long covetad tha Wilkam Manchester house in Middletown, Conn. This sprawling example
of '80s modemism came an the market four vears ago while Jen and  were packing for a
year's sanbatical in Franca, One week before leaving, we foured the heuse and were told that
the property had been gererusty donated 1o the university wihers | teach. Like other interested
narties. we were instructed to pul our names in an emvelope for a September lottery. We ware
setiling into our nenw lives in France when we recenved ward that our names had been drawn. Jen,
Giod bless her came back to the LS. by herself ard engineered the purchase and move while
stayed in Pars with our two kids.

Literary Provenance

The Manchester housa is wall known in Middletown, as much for its style as for its story. While
most people undar 50 may not rememioer Wiliam Manchester, the auther became & Fiuge celebiity
in the mid-'60s after being hired by the Kennady family o write an account of JFK's presidency and
sssessination. Upon reading the fimished manuscript, nowever, the Kennedys initally Ted 1o stop
publication, at ore time by threatening to sue the author: Manchester finally resolved his well-publi-
cizod differences with both Bobert and Jacquelineg in 1867 Thal same vaear, his Puitzer-prize winning
The Death of a President appeared 1o great acclsen. With the exception of a small fee, Manchester
donated all procesds from the book’s =ales o the new Kennedy Brany. The check that be receivect
from the seralization of the book n Look magazing, however, made Manchester financially inde-
pendent. It also financed the construction of his oream NoUse.

harshester Airec a cood friend and feliow Wesleyan facully member, John Marin, to design the
house, Martin was both & professor and practicing architect in the area for a decade, designing
rumber of modarnist houses for local doctors, lawyers and professors. He also was responsibie for
soveral modermist public buildings in the asea, including & pharmacy, several banks, a college frater-
rity &nd evien the Middletoan poice statian.

Manchester's house was apparentty the first property for which Martin had carte blanche. The
housa itself, which is built on and into a b, has mane than 4.000 souars feet of iving space. includ-
ing fve bedrooms, a pottery studio and 2 big, cpen daylight Dasement that row Seres as our
martial arts studio. The most historicaly interesting room is the virtually windowless, cork-flcored office
that clearty reflected Manchesters siege mentality in 1967 Pursued by television craws and news-
papers, ke had becorme an urwiling celetrity tha bunker-ike affice shace Martin designed was the
perfect refuge

Distinctive Elemants

The signature feature of the house, however, is the Iving room’s four-sided clerestory within a
clerastory, which frarmes and hovars above the expansive floating ceiling. The light play in this room
s nothing shoet of remarkable, paricularly after a rain when the sun’s rays bounce off the roct
puddies and back onto the caling.

Martin ircomorated other innovations info his design as well. Orienting e house's glEass-
domninated south side to fake achvantage of thi sun, the architect callad for & series of passive solar
saves that it out of the back facade. From a distance, this makes the residence lack more like Han
Sobo's Millennium Falcon spaceship than a housa.




The exterion of the John Partin-
cesigned eme ceenbines elements of
Sea Ranch, indooroutdoor Iiwing -and
& bunkes-like garage facade. The
Currans, seen dining Jef) with
friends; chosa contemporany furfitune
far the expansive deck and
Adunondack rockars overlooking the
driveway and entry. Previcus spraad:
the deck railing is kept as franssarert
At poasdble with steel cabde stringers
smilar to thnse at the Dregon prefab
Nome an page 53
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clereatmry
within a clerestory

In the cpen plan liviafdingg mom, v sae
Sartins unusual foaung celingpcheestony
treatment, with celling helghts bebasan nine

ard 14 faet. White walls are warmed by the
Criginal parguet Hoong and built-in bookoases,
A4 il A% A CLEom) SApEe i and Lo
credenza made by Arndrews brother, Bill Cuman
a painting by Judy Ingemann hamags an the

wall behing it

Clpposite: In the kitchen, ariginal cabinats were
retinished and a Hakatzi the backsplash and
EOE salid sorface countes inslafied, Maple
Thooring was put doam hese and i the rast aof
theA50-square-toot space, which includes &
dining tabde ard rooem for vintage armichaies in
frant of 2 rrvddesn wood-Burmeng showe (Sea
tahle of contentsh: Meve Design Within Reach
perrdant larmnps harg over the snack bar, which
replaced a buil=iy credesca and Gesk arsa; ook
coneprs The upeer porion of the wal by the
dioe, wihibch also hoods one of several heat
purnps that brought wanter heating bills down

16 & mens 2400 3 monts




Some af thase midcertury advances had become liabilities by the time we bought the house in 2008, how
ever. In acdition to the fact that hales in some of the eaves had aliwed a huge brown bat colony to sat up shop,
the radiant ceiling heat—which gtill worked well—consumed massive amounts of electrcity” the first winter our
neating bills were $1,600, 51 700 and $1 750. Clearly, our inttial task after taking possession of the house was
to replace this system, which we did with efficient Mitsubishi heat pumgs. AL the same time we undartook this
HWAL changeover, wie also began an era-senstive rencvation of many of the home's spaces on our universily
salaries. Our idea was o restone the house to a more energy sfficient varsion of s glorious 1968 seff,

Surface Treatment
The 450-square-foct eat-in kitchen arsa involved the most workl, In additicn 1o the fact that the micety endgl-
neered wood cabinats had suffered during their 40 years of life, the yallowsad drop ceiing in the kitchan arsa, now
read to the 2006 eve as an old sushi bar, Bven sadcar, the kitlchen's psychedelic bowling-tball Bue "Summer of
Love” kitchen courters —which ware legendary 2mong the unversity faculty —wera coming apar at the seams.
ransforming the kirchan involved a lof of our own 13bor we scraped, sanded and refinisbed all the cabinats
and renlaced worn-out hardware. We also put in mapke floors as well a8 new apoliances and ECHG solid surface
counters. We replaced the onginal wood-burning stove in this arsa with a much more efficent Danish-made
Scan. To fumnish the kitchan area, we decided o combing midcentury furniture with contemparany pisces that
are compatible with the clean lines and functionality of the era,
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This page: The couch and loveseat belonged o

the William hdanchester farmey while the

Diamiste modern chairs 2 teak cofiee table

e found at estate sales; the arc flocr lamp

dates from len Currer's coflege dorm days. The

: bath weas modarnized with 2 newss Tolo sink;
I

| Grahe faucet and BOS counters. Opposite: il
Curran Design made-the recovered-pak tabls
with lapered lases-Cut steel legs; wiowan-seat

wintage L. Moller chairs surmcond i, and a $25

floor lamp and "Theee Graces” by Francky

Crduee] @ne near the doar 1o the kitchen,
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Very much Be the atchen, whose momy galey-stvle confipeation cormasponced per
factly to the way that we e to cook, Martin's design of the master bath was really logical.
Fvan thaugh the old tulz, sink and tiles had seen better days, the ayoul was perfect; reno-
vating was simply a matter of replacing the plumbing fdures and adding raciant heated
floors, The hardest part was actually removing the tub; once this was done, cur hanchman
friend, Mike, put in a new Kaohler shower base and doors, and Hakata tiles.

Thia living room posed a different sort of challienge. Qnce we had ressaled the flagstons
and refinished the parguest o, we realizad that the scale-of this big room 30 x 22" sim
Pty chvarfed the furniture that came from aur low-ceiling 1957 ranch, This was apparent fo
eviervone who came into this spaca. In fact, when Wiliam Manchester’s daughter came o
viait the first veor after we moved in. she commentad that the: Iving room kooked naked
withicut the four-seat Danish couch and loveseat that was bought for the house in 1288 In
an incredible gesture of generosity, she offered thess two couches 1o us the following week,

iy brother, Bill, who is a designer and fumiture maker in Philadsiphia, has besn smilar-
Iy ighearteq. In adation to grang us a 10 fable made from meclaimed oak fiom an Amish
barm for a housswarming present. he has also provided a hallway shle, the coffes tables
i the Kitchen area and a sapsle credenza for our Iving room,

Livirg in this housa has besn terific for our enting family. 0 acdition fo the fact that our
kicds are now finding out about the famous people festured in Manchaster’s bestseling
Diographies (the Kennedys, Shurchill, MacArtnur), we feel extramely grateful to be the cars-
takers of an exampla of what we believe to ba the most fascinating tend in 20th-cantury
domeastic architectuns.
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Viilliam hanchestar, seenin a publicity shot and at

Fiarme i his office Fortress, The office today s oo-
siderably fideer and has raded the Winsion

Churchill photo and 2 migncal oypesriter Tor 1o

Facs, Crliner than paintisg the pamsling and book-
sheteas; the sgace leoks mudh the sanre and suits
the academic neads of the Currans. Dppasite pada

Thres other darte omes in the hMgddletoaen area
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| The Architect

Ithough barn in MNew York, John Martin spent the first
two decades of his life in Great Britain Drafted by the
U 5. Army and staticned in Germany atter World War |,
-I*-:Iartir'l was lured home by the G Bill in the late 1840s.
After studying architecture at Cornell, he settled in
Middletown in 1957 where he began designing modernist
homes and public buildings for more than 40 years,

While most of Martin's commercial builgings have been
refaced or razed, & diverse graup of his hauses remains in
this part of the Connecticut River Valley. The Martin homes
pictured here testify to what was an evolving modernist
aesthetic. During the late 1550s, he designed custom single-
level ranch houses that were crafted to fit into specific

iz Holen hadber

natural environments. In the 1960s, Martin began drawing




more challenging modernist structures that incorporated
huge rooms, innovative light play, passive solar construc-
tion and unconventional exteriors that generally hid the
sine quo non of American life—cars and garages—from
the street view.

While the exteriors and the interior layouts of his houses
are actually guite dissimilar, Martin owners immediately
recaghnize a series of common themes once they step
inside: flagstone hallways, redwood decking, cedar trim
and huge windows oriented to look out on distinctive nat-
ural features. According to the architects that Martin
trained, each residence can be explained by the way he
dealt with his clients: he refused to talk about the building
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of a house until he completely understood the way in
which its owners would live in it

Although people often told Martin that his homes
reminded them of the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, the
architect was reported to shrug off such comparisons. In a
1995 MNew York Times article about a house he had
designed for a longtime friend who had become handi-
capped, Martin proclaimed himself to be an unrepentant
modernist in an era that was embracing the postmodern.
Whatever his aesthetic—he loved Le Corbusier and hMaya
Lins Vietnam memorial—Martin interjected a needed dose
of madernism into a region filled with colonial houses.
Little wonder, then, that the owners of Martin houses have
begun to seek each other out to talk about & man whom
many of thern did not know, but who seemed to anticipate
their every need, *5f

A TecuUlty mermper,

Andy Cursn i5 a profesoe af Wealsyan Dntearsity i Midaisdoan,

Conn. HiE adfe, ten Who e works at the wahersing & an arts
mansehng socnaist. Peol Hortan, a commenial phclograsher based
irt Miclieronm, photograpihs geapls and sl ffes in the slude and
o kacation for o vaviely of cients. He has recenitly Secmme infarested
i architertoval phoragraphy and docwmentany filmmaking.
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