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Graycliff restoration gets it Wright

By Tom Buckham

News Staff Reporter
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Detail of the newly restored exterior of the Graycliff Estate designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. It is made of stone from the beach of Lake Erie below the estate. 
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Restoring any landmark requires patience and ingenuity, but making one of Frank Lloyd Wright's architectural confections as good as new can be especially demanding. Just ask folks at the Darwin D. Martin House.

Graycliff, the summer home Wright designed for the Martin family on 8 and a half acres overlooking Lake Erie in 1927, almost two decades after the Martin House was completed, is no different. But with the recent completion of exterior work on the main house and adjacent structures, most of the puzzle has fallen into place.

"We're well over the hump," said Reine Hauser, executive director of the Graycliff Conservancy, which has labored since 1997 to return the Derby estate to pristine condition. The $7 million project is more than two-thirds done, with interior work and landscaping the major remaining tasks, she said.

Getting to this point was anything but easy.

To figure out how the original cedar shingles were installed on the main house — now called the Isabelle R. Martin House after Darwin's wife — and the adjoining Foster House, named for their daughter and her husband, the restoration team had to experiment on the Heat Hut, a small outbuilding that held the boiler for both larger structures.

The hut had the same roof as the others, including braided edges that resemble lines of overlapping arrowheads — a pattern Wright used only one other time, at Taliesen, his residence in Spring Green, Wis.

The restorers installed, removed and rebuilt the hut roof four times before it was exactly right. Practice made perfect. "When we did the main roofs, it was a snap," Hauser said.

Except that it took an entire summer to stain the thousands of shingles in Wright's distinctive shade of red.

Re-creating Graycliff's original stucco exterior walls was even harder, just as the Martin House group found when it tried to match that property's brick veneer. Restorers knew that Wright, the father of organic architecture, had mixed in stone from the estate's namesake cliff to come up with the fine-grained reddish-beige stucco. But try as they might, the look wasn't the same.

"They tried something like 20 times. They could match the color but not the texture," Hauser said. "Then somebody said, "Maybe we should trying mixing in sand from the beach' — and a light went off."

Rebuilding the main house's massive stone chimney was similarly daunting, even for master mason Rosalindo "Rosey" D'Agostino.

He retired after redoing the estate's terraces and low walls but came back to tackle the chimney, which juts above the roof line on the back side. Every stone was numbered and photographed in place before the structure was taken down and reassembled one stone at a time.

And just as the Martin House searched far and wide for a kiln able to reproduce its exterior brick and a manufacturer capable of replacing hundreds of lost art glass windows, Graycliff had to go to Peru to replicate the hardware Wright designed for its unique windows, doors and screens.

Other facets of the latest phase went relatively smoothly, Hauser said. Among them: the addition of extensive outside drainage systems, a new watertightcq concrete floor in the Isabelle Martin House and stabilizing stud work in the Foster House, as well as the restoration of cantilevered balconies in both large structures.

In keeping with past conservancy practice, Hauser is reluctant to set a target date for Graycliff's completion. But about three-quarters of the $1.1 million needed to implement the historic landscape plan has been collected, and by the time that phase is finished in 2011, the project will be 85 percent done, Hauser said.

Paying for the rest doesn't figure to be too difficult, she said.

Fundraising "is going well, even in this economic climate," Hauser said. "Our supporters are being very good to us. They like what they see going on here."
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Congratulations to everyone involved in restoring this jewel. It will be enjoyed by people from around the world for generations, and we should be proud to have it located in our region. Thank you. 
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