Lois Sherr Dubin at the opening of Ms. Dubin’s exhibition.

—Patti Courville
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Behind the Hedges

Challenge Becomes Dream House

By Mary Cummings
rchitect Chris Coy was sa-
voring the surprise he was
about to spring. He had
turned his car into a pleas-
ant Sag Harbor development of tidy
ranch houses on well-tended lawns
and was cruising through “Leave-it-
to-Beaver” land, as he called it.
Then, there it was, at the place
where the road unexpectedly arrives
at a peninsula that protrudes into a
broad, green salt marsh on one side,
the waters of Shelter Island Sound on
the other. On this magical spit of
land sat Mr. Coy’s surprise, a striking
residence comprised of two towers,
each bearing more than a passing re-
semblance to a lighthouse, joined by
a curtain wall of wood and glass.
Totally unexpected, yet perfectly at

ease on its site, the house, designed
by Mr. Coy and his partner Robert
Barnes for a retired couple, is decid-
edly modern in concept, yet takes in-
spiration from one of the area’s most
familiar and ancient architectural
forms.

The couple who commissioned it
from Barnes Coy and Associates of

‘“The only nice
part was this
hexagonal tower.”

Bridgehampton had fallen in love
with the property, though not with
the small ‘50s house that was on it,
according to Mr. Coy. But although
the house was not at all what the re-
tired insurance executive and his
wife, a museum professional and col-
lector, had in mind, it did have its us-
es.

“Fortunately, the only nice part of
it was this hexagonal tower,” said Mr.
Coy. Fortunate, he explained, be-
cause it predated prohibitions
against building so close to the salt
marsh and so could be “grandfa-
thered” into the new design.

“We kept the foundation-and a few
framing members,” he said, “and
now at times the tide comes right up
to the base of the deck.” The rest of
the original house was scuttled.

Research conducted by the Barnes-

Coy team revealed “an inferesting
fact” that lent further legitimacy to
their plan for the house. “We found
that there was precedent for twin
lighthouses,” said Mr. Coy, noting
that in New England different lights,
serving different purposes, have
sometimes been housed at the same
site in separate towers.

The idea, he said as he climbed the
stairs to the handsome front en-
trance, was “to use separate forms as
much as possible.” Hence the two
separate towers and the various con-
necting spaces. Integrating these dis-
creet spaces into an aesthetically
pleasing whole clearly provided plen-
ty of those exciting challenges that
keep architects out on the edge
where they so love to be, inventing in-
genious solutions to difficult spatial
dilemmas.

Sometimes it seems that what
makes architects like Mr. Coy even
happier is a client with a very spe-
cific and complicated requirement.
In this case, the owners wanted to
give their stunning collection of
African art dramatic exposure in a
museum-style display area.

The architects’ solution was a
curved wall two feet thick, with deep
niches for the rare and exotic sculp-
ture and artifacts. The curve of the
display wall is repeated elsewhere in
the completely open plan of the main
downstairs living area, which in-
cludes the kitchen, dining area and
living room, where the base of the

(Continued on Page B6)

At left, one of the master bedrooms in the Sag Harbor house designed by Barnes Coy
& Associates. At top right, an exterior view from the water; lower right, a view of the
salt marsh from the deck; far right, one of the sitting rooms.  —Dana Shaw Photos
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(Continued from Page B1)
original tower is a prominent fea-
ture.

“We brought the exterior of the
tower inside,” said Mr. Coy, adding,
“We got literal about the shingles,
introducing wood and texture so it
is not a cold place.”

Both the living room and the
kitchen offer spectacular views of
the marsh and the waterfront, with
Shelter Island’s Mashomack pre-
serve on the opposite shore.

“We gave the kitchen one of the
primary spots,” observed the aichi-
tect, noting that his clients are seri-
ous cooks. A curved island sepa-
rates an eating area from the no-
nonsense stainless steel appliances
and utilitarian work area, where or-
dinary bar mats have been used on
the floor.

“You take them out and hose them
down, just as they do in bars,” said
Mr. Coy. He also pointed out that
the work surfaces are well below
the top of the island, which has
been built higher than usual—just
high enough, in fact, so that anyone
sitting at the dining table is unable
to see the business side of the
kitchen, the work surfaces that real
cooks muck up.

Another feature the architects
clearly had a good time with is the
overhead lighting in the kitchen-

Architects’ Challenge

dining area. Having used steel ca-
bles “straight out of a marine sup-
ply shop” on the ceiling for struc-
tural reasons (don’t ask), it struck
them that they could- “continue the
esthetic” with smaller cables on
which they hung tiny lamps. The ca-
bles conduct electricity, explained
Mr. Coy, “which is why you don’t see
any wires. What started as a struc-
tural necessity ended up lighting for
the eating area.”

Upstairs bedrooms all offer spec-
tacular views and each has been
given a bold but simple look with
African textiles and unfussy fur-
nishings.  Architecturally, the
Barnes-Coy esthetic is apparent in
rooms that exploit just about every
geometric possibility outside of the
square or the rectangle. It can also
be seen in the simple, built-in book-
cases that line the master bedroom,
the flush details and windows with-
out casings.

A deck that faces the beach is in
use all summer long, according to
the owners, who say they found in
Hampton Bays artisan Nick Corco-
ran a man whose design sense and
skills were in total accord with their
own and their architects’. Mr. Cor-
coran not only built the deck but de-
signed the outdoor furniture, which
has the same bold elegance as
everything else in the house.




