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Restored Frank Lloyd Wright house on Lake Erie offers tours
Tours available as conservancy works on Graycliff summer home

Deborah Williams • April 27, 2008

In fall 1958, just months before his death, the 91-year-old master architect Frank Lloyd Wright paid a surprise visit to Graycliff, the summer home he had designed for his most generous benefactor, Darwin Martin.

The 1926 home, 20 miles south of Buffalo along the Lake Erie shore, had been purchased by the Piarist Fathers after the deaths of Martin and his wife, Isabelle. Wright was horrified at alterations the teaching order had made.

"Who made these changes? This is not my work," he sputtered.

He would surely be pleased to see his creation being returned to his original design under the careful guidance of the 10-year-old Graycliff Conservancy.

The three buildings on the estate — the main, two-story Isabelle R. Martin House; the adjacent Foster House and the Heat Hut — are built in part from limestone boulders collected from the beach 70 feet below. On a very clear day, visitors can see the spray from Niagara Falls more than 20 miles away.

Exterior restoration of the buildings is now largely complete, and offending additions and structures have been removed.

Interior work is ongoing, as are efforts to re-create the eight-acre landscape as Wright designed it. The gardens already pop with colorful blooms in season, but plans call for replanting trees and plants according to Wright's original intent.

The property is open for tours only. In addition to the standard tour, a more in-depth tour is offered Saturday mornings, a "master architectural" tour is offered Saturday afternoons and an early-morning photography tour is scheduled the last Saturday of the month from April through November.

On four twilight tours, coming this summer, visitors will be served wine, cheese and summer fruits as if they were guests of the Martins.

"We are inviting people to take pleasure in the property and experience what Wright called 'repose' or tranquility," says Reine Hauser, executive director of the conservancy.

Architecture buffs may note that Graycliff marks a transitional point between Wright's earlier prairie style — seen in structures at the Darwin D. Martin House Complex in Buffalo, built between 1903 and 1909 — and his later concrete designs, which found their ultimate expression in the late 1930s at the famous Fallingwater in Pennsylvania. Elements from both periods are evident at Graycliff.

It was Isabelle Martin who had the most influence over the design of the main house. Plagued by failing eyesight, she directed Wright to create a structure full of sunlight. Windows offer magnificent views of Lake Erie from every room.

"She was the client of record. She wanted something light and airy," explains Hauser. "When people visit Graycliff, they want to move in."

Darwin Martin, who reportedly snored loudly, was given a small bedroom at one end of the house. Isabelle's larger bedroom in the center of the house had a fireplace and opened onto a second-story balcony. After her husband's death in 1935, Isabelle Martin continued to spend summers in the house until she died in 1945.

Deborah Williams is a freelance writer.
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Graycliff, a summer home south of Buffalo designed by Frank Lloyd Wright for his friends, sits on 8.4 acres overlooking Lake Erie. (Graycliff Conservancy)
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Light streams in from the house's many windows, just as the owners wanted. (Graycliff Conservancy
