
YOU  CAN   GO HOME AGAIN

  A basket weave metal gate and 
screen encloses the courtyard; lan-

terns are by Two Hills Studio.
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It wasn’t a journey I wanted  
to make, but the passage turned 
out to be worth the trIp 
By Helen Thompson    Photography by Casey Dunn

 



Spring  2011  |  71

The living room (before, left) was 
a tribute to shades of avocado and 
gold. After the wood paneling was 
painted with Farrow & Ball semigloss 
in "Shaded White," things began to 
brighten up. Two Leucos' Sarasar 
TR floor lamps with beaded shades 
flank a vintage day bed upholstered 
in charcoal velvet. A shell mirror by 
Emily Tracy Haas presides over vin-
tage club chairs and my mother's old 
coffee table, restained with ebony. 

When my husband, Charles 
Lohrmann, and I look back over the 
past two years, what we remem-
ber is a period in which we dog-
gedly shuttled between overlapping 
projects, all Sisyphean in scope. My 
widowed mother could no longer 
live on her own, but the real estate 
market was in shambles and we 
knew her home wouldn’t sell. We 
decided the thing to do was to reno-
vate the bereft house and live there. 
It was a creepy idea, but it seemed, 
however wrong for me personally, 
to be right in every other way.

I had never even liked the 1940s-
era dwelling. Charles, though, was 
an admirer. The three-bedroom, 
three-bath house, clad in wood 
and rock, was designed to live well 
in a preair-conditioned world—a 
good idea that has come full circle. 
Its L-shaped layout ensured that 
all rooms caught the breezes. A 
breezeway sliced north-south, 
separating garage and piano studio 
from the rest of the living spaces. 
At the east end of the L was the 
living room, and at the west end 
was my mother’s piano studio, 
with floor-to-ceiling windows and 
French doors in both. Each of the 
four parts of the house—the bed-
room wing that jutted southward, 
living and dining rooms, garage 
and studio, and an entry court-
yard—were capped by a hipped 
roof, so that the 2,700-square-foot 
house looked like a neat cluster of 
four pavilions. 
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Floor-to-ceiling windows (be-
low) in the living room overlook 
a courtyard. The former dining 
room now doubles as a library/

dining room (right); French 
doors open onto a deck that ex-

tends the length of the house.

So Charles and I forged ahead: We sold 
our lovely home and emptied out both 
dwellings (a total of 65 years' worth of 
stuff). We moved to an apartment; we 
moved my mother again, twice, as her 
health needs changed; and we did the 
same for my elderly cousin in Dallas, 
three times. All the while I had my doubts 
about the premise this blizzard of pack-
ing, unpacking, lifting and toting was 
based on: That moving into my parents’ 
house was a good idea. 

Subjectivity is powerful. My mood 
found its nadir on the dreary winter 

morning that I met with Fern and Jerre 
Santini to talk about rehabilitating the 
house—which held no happy memo-
ries for me—and how to turn it into a 
place where I could live without losing 
my mind. A tall order. “The house is in 
remarkably good shape,” said Jerre, a 
builder. The ever-positive Fern stood in 
the gloomy living room and exclaimed, 
“This will be so cool!” I am forever grate-
ful for their enthusiasm.

Fern’s first suggestion: Call in archi-
tects Patrick Ousey and Pam Chandler to 
resolve a dilemma, a fix upon which the 

rest of the renovation could develop. The 
breezeway was a throwaway space, with 
doors galore: one to the garage, one to 
the studio, one to a little laundry room, 
one to the kitchen and one to the foyer. 
“That fantastic space wasn’t celebrated,” 
says Ousey. “I wanted to pull it into daily 
life, and the way to do that was to en-
close it and create a multiuse entry.” Jerre 
Santini had anticipated Ousey’s idea, 
suggesting that French doors spanning 
either end could be opened wide—and 
voila! The 300-square-foot space could 
still be a breezeway, on demand.  
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 The study (left) is a retreat, 
with a tufted leather Hoffman-
style sofa and Spanish leather 

armchairs.  In the kitchen,  
mesquite floors are all about 

durability. The breakfast 
room is anchored by a wood 

block table and opens onto a 
screened porch.  

With the problem of the con-
necting space deftly resolved, 
most of the rest of the house 
functioned well. “It had a great 
layout,” says Fern, “except 
for the master bedroom and 
bath.” What was adequate for 
a fifties-era couple—two small 
closets and a bathroom down 
the hall—doesn’t cut it today. 
My mother’s piano studio beck-
oned. Its location, behind the 
garage, overlooked the verdant 
backyard sanctuary that land-
scape designer Patrick Kirwin 
then created, with plush zoysia 
grass, cypresses and clusters of 
bamboo and a rill (OK, a little 
stream) that meandered from 
one end of the yard to the other. 

Meanwhile, deconstruction 
proceeded. The outdated kitchen 
and baths were gutted, the 
foundation was reinforced with 
enough concrete piers to support 
a battleship, and the funky rock 
veneer was stripped away. Water 
and termite damage had taken 
a toll, so Kirwin’s task was to 
correct bad soil composition and 
reimagine a drainage agenda. 
Gravel terraces, strategically 
placed paths and a system of 
steel-framed raised garden plots 
in front of the house were his 
stylish solution. 

Fern knew how to enliven 
the dank house. A serene color 
palette started with an at-
mospheric gray over the pine 
paneling in the living room; a 
moody sage in the library/din-
ing room played up the room’s 
intimate scale. The former 
breezeway—now entry and 
dining hall—got silvery silk 
wallpaper, a luxe antidote to 
the concrete floor. “Most build-
ers would have torn this house 
down,” says Jerre. “But I like 
to work with what’s there, and 
I like the fact that the house 
still looks like it belongs on the 
street.” The builder had made a 
point. Not only does our house 
belong here, Charles and I now 
realize—but so do we.  amh

The entry (above, left) was the 
breezeway and allows for a table 

that seats eight; the hall opens 
into the kitchen (below, left). 

In the library, a Saarinen Tulip 
table and Sputnik chandelier 

are a modern counterpoint.
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The bathroom and dressing room (left) 
were papered (even the ceiling) with 

Colefax and Fowler's lustrous "Darcy." 
The master bedroom opens onto the 

deck; our old canopy bed was refreshed 
with ebony stain, and we revived a vin-

tage chair with silk upholstery.
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