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FIRE
ISLAND
MODERNIST

Chapter Three

Horace would stroll to meetings 
along the beach, wearing a Speedo 
and carrying an attaché case. It was 
quite a sight. 

—Warren Rubin
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PAGES 52–53: 
Wittstein-Miller House, Fire Island 
Pines, NY, 1962

UPPER LEFT: 
Fire Island Pines Harbor, showing 
rebuilt Botel, ca. 1962

UPPER RIGHT: 
Fire Island Pines aerial view, 
overlooking the new Island Pines 
Apartments at right, 1962

ABOVE: 
Island Pines Apartments, 
rendering, 1960

LOWER LEFT: 
Fire Island Pines Ferry, 1958

MIDDLE LEFT: 
Fire Island postcard

OPPOSITE: 
Gathering at Fire Island Pines 
Harbor, 1960s

“I am building myself a nice beach cottage. 
I hope you’ll come up and visit,” read the casual 
aside in Gifford’s letter to a college friend in 1961.37 

A series of letters written by Gifford from 
WKH�PLG�¿IWLHV�WR�WKH�HDUO\�����V�ZHUH�SHSSHUHG�
with tales of romantic conquest, naughty double-
entendres, pithy observations on theater perfor-
mances, and a Floridian’s struggle to understand 
the “cosmopolitan attitude in New York.”38 They 
paint a picture of a happy-go-lucky young man 
busily absorbing all that New York had to offer. 
By day, he worked full-time for another architect. 
By night, he designed a home in Houston for his 
sister, dabbled as a theatrical set builder, and 
leveraged his looks as a model. At the same time, 
the young architect set out to do for Fire Island 
what Paul Rudolph had done for the beaches of 
Sarasota.

“Where’s that favorite relaxation spot of 
yours? Mountains? Seashore? Or a tranquil lake 
where the big ones never get away?…When you 
¿QG�WKDW�SODFH��PDNH�\RXU�VHFRQG�KRPH�DV�ZRQ-
derful as this one: handsome, tough, completely 
carefree,”39 wrote Better Homes and Gardens 
DERXW�*LIIRUG¶V�¿UVW�)LUH�,VODQG�KRPH�LQ�������7KH�
magazine sold the plans directly to subscribers. 
Along with an unknown number of far-flung 
knockoffs, two replicas of the Gifford House were 
soon built in the Pines. 

Gifford once told a reporter that, “It is not 
XQWLO�IRUW\��PD\EH�IRUW\�¿YH�WKDW�DQ�DUFKLWHFW�GRHV�
work of real monument.”40 At twenty eight he saw 
himself as a student, not a master, of architecture. 
$FFRUGLQJO\��*LIIRUG¶V�¿UVW�EHDFK�KRXVH�DGDSWHG�
the forms of his teacher Louis Kahn’s Trenton 
Bathhouse to life on the dunes. The bar-shaped 
home was anchored by a central, glassed-in space 
sheltered by a pyramid-shaped roof. Juxtaposed 
ZLWK�WKLV�YDXOWHG�VSDFH�ZHUH�PRGHVW�ÀDW�URRIHG�
bedrooms on either side. Sundecks to the north 
DQG�VRXWK�FUHDWHG�D�FULVVFURVVLQJ�ÀRRU�SODQ��/LNH�
the Southern vernacular homes of his youth, it was 
raised several feet above the ground to capture 
breezes, but not high enough to break through the 
tree line, making it nearly invisible from the public 
walkway. Its approach consisted of a narrow, 
meandering boardwalk that traversed a small 
pond, dappled with tiny lily pads and populated 
with snapping turtles. The first glimpse of the 
home revealed an opaque corner, clad in redwood 
that weathered to a barklike patina.

The Gifford residence’s sophisticated site 
choreography, combined with elegant details, 
reveal an architect remarkably precocious for his 
age. The essential grammar of a Horace Gifford 
house could already be seen: the home was held 
aloft on tree trunks or locust posts, ensconced in 
multiple sundecks, clad with naturally weather-
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ing cedar and redwood, tailored with built-in 
furniture, and framed by an untouched landscape. 
Some of these qualities could be found in his 
contemporaries’ work in the Hamptons, but there 
was one totem of modern architecture that Horace 
Gifford decisively rejected.

At the time, prefabrication represented a 
kind of holy grail for the architectural profession. 
It was the ultimate fulfillment of industrializa-
tion’s promise and a means to make well-designed 
homes accessible to the middle class. While 
architects dreamed of design dividends that 
might accrue from the economies of industrialized 
housing, all but a few builders harnessed this 
technology to churn out “ticky-tacky little boxes” 
that “all look just the same,” in the words of the 
folk song made famous by Pete Seeger in 1963.41 

The built reality of the dune-dragged, pre-
fab cottages already pocking the Pines did not 
go unnoticed by Gifford. Prefabrication was 
ill-suited to the transportation challenges of 
an island accessed by ferries and traversed by 
“roller-coaster” boardwalks, so Gifford rethought 
the whole enterprise for this unique setting. 
Structurally, his methods differed little from the 
stick construction that characterized earlier beach 
shacks. In order to have the least possible impact 
RQ�WKH�ODQGVFDSH��KH�VSHFL¿HG�WKDW�DOO�PDWHULDOV�EH�
made of wood and carried to the site by hand. His 
houses still rested on friction pilings, but Gifford 
composed and selectively clad his to ensure a 
robust connection to their site. He considered 
the design of the base to be as important as the 
dwelling above it. 

Naturally weathering, low-maintenance 
cedar comprised the primary cladding material, 
inside and out. Gifford, essentially, treated all 
VXUIDFHV�OLNH�ÀRRUV��ZLWK�SODQNV�WKDW�ÀH[HG�ZLWK�
the inevitable movements of a house on stilts. 
He then interspersed solid volumes with walls 
of glass set into the thinnest possible aluminum 
frames to merge with the outdoors. Most furniture 
was built-in. What remained of the site, at least 
two-thirds, he left untouched, save for a winding 
path to reach the house. Construction relied on a 
somewhat standardized catalog of hardware and 
joinery techniques, allowing Gifford to focus on 
deft siting and sculptural presence. 

Gifford was practicing in the spirit of Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Usonian homes, which shared a 
FRPPRQ�FRQVWUXFWLRQDO�JUDPPDU�WKDW�ZDV�ÀH[LEOH�
enough to allow for formal and spatial variety.42 
The Usonian experiment was hampered by its far-
ÀXQJ�JHRJUDSK\��IRUFLQJ�:ULJKW�WR�HQJDJH�QRYLFH�
builders across many states, and this impacted 
both the quality and cost of these nominally 
middle-class homes. Gifford’s physical proximity 
to most of his commissioned houses enabled a 

OPPOSITE, ABOVE: 
Gifford House in Better Homes and 

Gardens, August 1962

OPPOSITE, LOWER RIGHT: 
Louis Kahn, Trenton Bathhouse, 
Ewing Township, NJ, 1955

OPPOSITE, LOWER LEFT: 
Gifford House

ABOVE: 
Horace Gifford, 1963

PAGES 58–59: 
Wittstein-Miller House in the 

American Home, April 1964
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hands-on approach, so he personally trained local 
builders until he had developed a shortlist of the 
most capable hands. 

Gifford spent all available funds for his 
house in the Pines, obtaining a mortgage on the 
basis of a trumped-up savings account that was 
temporarily padded by his mother. Yet in spite of 
his resourcefulness, he found himself the owner of 
a home that he could not afford to live in. Edwin 
Wittstein resolved his new paramour’s dilemma. 
For the summer of 1962, he secured renters for 
Gifford’s residence, while the architect joined 
Wittstein and Robert Miller in the new home he 
had just designed for them. They may have been 
)LUH�,VODQG¶V�¿UVW�ménage-a-trois. 

The architect-with-benefits arrangement 
had produced a dynamic house. It retained the 
cruciform plan of Gifford’s own residence but 
shook off its strict symmetry. In place of a brood-
ing pyramid roof, Wittstein and Miller were 
VKHOWHUHG�E\�D�VHUUDWHG�URRÀLQH�WKDW�ÀRRGHG�WKH�
interior with light. Smooth mahogany ceiling 
panels set against gray-stained redwood beams 
drew the eye upward and outward, toward the 
bay to the north and the forest to the south. Trees 
freely penetrated the south deck, shading it during 
the summer, while a rustic cast-iron stove warmed 
the interior. The three-bedroom home of 1,150 
square feet cost only $12,500.43 It was published 
in the New York Times, followed by the American 

Home, which made it the cover feature for its 1964 
“vacation homes” issue.

Wittstein and Miller recommended Gifford 
to their friend Kenneth Leedom, director of the 
National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. 
Leedom’s treeless lot in the Pines lay low in the 
dunes, soon to be surrounded by other homes. 
Without views to exploit, Gifford created his 
own. A courtyard bounded by separate living and 
sleeping structures created a protected outdoor 
space. Enormous sliding doors that tucked into 
pockets shut out the encroaching construction 
all around, while long, narrow jalousie windows 
facing east and west balanced privacy with cross 
ventilation. Yet another feature in the American 

Home brought the Leedom-Cott residence to a 
national audience. And in the background of the 
double-page spread loomed a pokey knockoff of 
Gifford’s first, pyramid-roofed residence. After 
just two years in the Pines, Gifford already had 
lesser imitators. 

ABOVE: 
Wittstein-Miller House, sketch

OPPOSITE: 
Wittstein-Miller House on the cover 
of the American Home, April 1964

PAGES 62–63: 
Leedom-Cott House, Fire Island 
Pines, NY, 1963
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Gifford secured a second commission from 
Wittstein and Miller by sketching a plan in the 
sand for his delighted clients. This new lot lacked 
WKH�VHD�DQG�IRUHVW�FRQWUDVWV�RI�WKHLU�¿UVW�KRPH��
so Gifford changed tack. This time, he designed 
a vast octagonal space supported by rectangular 
decks and rooms alternating across each of its 
eight sides, celebrating all views equally. Sheltered 
by its great roof, the house remains one of the 
most sociable and alluring spaces that Gifford 
ever created. For their second home, Wittstein and 
Miller proved to be reluctant modernists. They 
insisted on traditional wooden casement windows 
and French doors, lending a lodgelike feeling to 
WKH�KRPH��ZKLFK�WKH\�¿OOHG�ZLWK�DQWLTXHV�

The architect’s relationship with Wittstein 
and Miller cooled after the pair built a third 
Pines home on a prime ocean lot but designed it 
themselves, without Gifford’s help. The home’s 
frequent misattribution as being one of Gifford’s 
only deepened the rift. When passing by, he 
ostentatiously turned his back to the house before 
offering a slim greeting. All was forgiven a few 
years later, when Gifford needed investment 
partners for oceanfront property in his hometown 
of Vero Beach. 

Angelo Donghia, a rising star in the interior 
design world, turned to Gifford in 1964 to create a 
bayside retreat for himself and his best friend, the 
couture fashion designer Halston. Like Gifford, 
Donghia was a precocious talent who made his 

OPPOSITE: 
Horace Gifford 
and Trudy Frank at 
Wittstein-Miller House 
II, Fire Island Pines, 
NY, ca. 1964

ABOVE: 
Wittstein-Miller House 
II, 1963, construction

RIGHT: 
Wittstein-Miller House 
II, interior
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ABOVE: 
Wittstein-Miller House II, ceiling detail

LEFT: 
Wittstein-Miller House II, floor plan

OPPOSITE, ABOVE: 
Wittstein-Miller House II

OPPOSITE, LOWER RIGHT: 
Robert Miller (left) with a friend during Wittstein-
Miller House II construction

OPPOSITE, LOWER LEFT: 
Edwin Wittstein. Wittstein-Miller House II, 
Interior. Robert Miller sits at head of table. 
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mark at an early age, rising swiftly through the 
ranks of the Yale Burge atelier. Burge was a society 
decorator and early Pines resident who advised 
Jacqueline Kennedy on the renovation of the 
White House. In 1966, on the heels of Donghia’s 
acclaimed interiors for the Opera Club at Lincoln 
&HQWHU��KH�ZDV�PDGH�D�IXOO�SDUWQHU�DQG�WKH�¿UP�ZDV�
renamed Burge-Donghia. He took the company to 
new heights by pioneering the practice of licensing 
his name for home furnishings and accessories. By 
the 1970s, Donghia was a household brand, having 
established a mass-market business model that 
would be emulated by Ralph Lauren and Martha 
Stewart. 

Donghia’s eclecticism and opulent taste 
were at odds with Gifford’s austerities, and the 
FOLHQW¶V�FODVVLFL]LQJ�LQÀXHQFH�LV�DSSDUHQW� LQ�WKH�
broad boardwalk that was centered on the home, 
a gesture in direct opposition to the winding path 
favored by Gifford. Three arched bays delineated 
a symmetrical plan with a clear front and back. 
Paint and plaster made a rare appearance in this 
residence, abetting black-and-white Donghia 
furnishings. Green glass pool-table pendants 
custom-fabricated by Gifford illuminated the 
kitchen, as they would in virtually every Gifford 
KRPH��$�ORZHUHG��ÀDW�FHLOLQJ�DFURVV�WKH�KRPH¶V�
midsection brought curved clerestory windows to 
both ends of the living room and the bedrooms, 
diffusing the light across the rounded ceilings. 
Artist Hans Namuth immortalized the home 
with black-and-white photos that were published 
¿UVW�LQ�WKH�New York Times and then House and 

Garden. 
The clashing taste of the two designers was 

not the only difference between them. Donghia was 
the son of a tailor from Vandergrift, Pennsylvania. 
He never possessed the society connections that 
launched the elite ateliers that dominated the 
LQWHULRU�GHVLJQ�¿HOG��7R�EH�SHUFHLYHG�DV�DQ�HTXDO�WR�
his wealthy clients, Donghia affected the imperi-
ous manners of those who are unaccustomed to 
having their judgment questioned. In a television 
interview, Donghia explained: “You would not 
go out and have cocktails with your doctor. It’s 
very important that they take what I’m saying as 
a business arrangement and not something that 
becomes a friendly conversation.”44 Gifford, a 
man with no boundaries between his personal and 
SURIHVVLRQDO�OLYHV��IHOW�OLNH�D�ORYHU�VFRUQHG��+H�¿OHG�
the project away with an angry red scrawl, under 
the heading of “MISS DONGHIA.” 

ABOVE: 
Donghia House, Fire Island Pines, 
NY, 1964, floor plan

OPPOSITE: 
Donghia House, exterior facing 
Great South Bay

Untitled, 1965, Photograph by Hans Namuth.
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OPPOSITE, ABOVE: 
Donghia House, bedroom

OPPOSITE, LOWER RIGHT: 
Halston and a friend at Donghia 
House, ca. 1965

OPPOSITE, LOWER LEFT: 
Angelo Donghia, ca. 1965

ABOVE: 
Donghia House, living room

RIGHT: 
Donghia House, kitchen

PAGES 72–73: 
Kauth House, Fair Harbor, NY, 1964, 
exterior facing Great South Bay 

Untitled, 1965, Photograph by Hans Namuth.

Untitled, 1965, Photograph by Hans Namuth.

Untitled, 1965, Photograph by Hans Namuth.
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The Pines and Cherry Grove were not the 
only creativity-infused hamlets on Fire Island. 
Showbiz types also gravitated toward Fair Harbor, 
and the burgeoning field of television was well 
represented there. After the Pines, Fair Harbor 
would boast the largest number of Gifford homes 
on Fire Island. The first was for Dr. Benjamin 
Kauth, a podiatrist to stars of the stage and screen. 
$W�¿UVW�JODQFH��WKH�.DXWK�UHVLGHQFH�ZDV�PXFK�OLNH�
the architect’s earlier efforts, yet it contained new 
VXEWOHWLHV��*LIIRUG�FDUYHG�KLV�¿UVW�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
pit into the living area, sheltered by an encircling 
clerestory that directed dramatic shafts of eastern 
and western light into the space. A painterly 
arrangement of windows prioritized water views, 
while covered porches introduced a new degree of 
HQFORVXUH�WR�WKH�PL[��$�UH¿QHG�HIIRUW��WKH�.DXWK�
House was a revealing prelude to the creative 
ferment that 1965 would bring. 

In just three years as a freelancer, Horace 
Gifford designed fourteen homes on Fire Island, 
surpassing all rivals to become its most sought-
after architect. There were limits to his reach, 
however. He would eventually design forty homes 
in the Pines and twenty-three more across Fire 
Island, but Cherry Grove proved immune to 
Gifford’s charms.45 Though seemingly bound by 
sexual orientation, the Pines and Cherry Grove 
were actually divided by class and culture. The 
bigger lots, varied topography, and safely ambigu-
ous orientation of the Pines had siphoned off 
much of Cherry Grove’s artistic and intellectual 
sheen in the years since Isherwood and Auden 
summered there. A parallel universe of two gay 
cultures ensued.

LEFT: 
Kauth House, interior with sunken 
seating area

BELOW: 
Kauth House, kitchen

PAGES 76–77: 
Kauth House at sunset
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John Whyte, the commercial dean of the 
3LQHV��KDG�DQ�HTXDOO\�HQWUHSUHQHXULDO�DQG�LQÀX-
ential counterpart in Cherry Grove—the hotelier 
John Eberhardt. In 1956, Eberhardt built the 
Belvedere Guest House, a faux-Venetian confec-
tion decked out in a delirium of urns, frescoes, and 
fountains. Campy excess was his stock in trade. 
His many Cherry Grove rental properties were 
similarly festooned with painted curlicues that 
TXLFNO\�ÀDNHG�DZD\�LQ�WKH�VHD�DLU��,W�ZDV�DUFKLWHF-
ture in drag. Locals referred to Eberhardt as the 
“Lady Builder.”46 Drag was popular with Cherry 
Grove’s working-class population. But a new, 
less ghettoized generation of gay men began to 
disdain this practice, much as assimilated children 
roll their eyes at the manners of their immigrant 
parents. Horace Gifford’s stripped-bare creations 
in cedar and glass suited an upwardly mobile 
generation that traded muumuus for muscles, 
and mascara for moustaches. His architecture 
was butch. But in its muscular austerity, free of 
domesticating bric-a-brac, a hypermasculine 
form of drag could also be discerned. His occa-
sional incorporation of vintage porthole windows, 
stained glass, and Palladian transoms offered a 
wry, backward glance at all the new generation 
was leaving behind.

TOP: 
Cherry Grove theme party, late 1950s

ABOVE: 
Cherry Grove theater production, ca. 1948

LEFT: 
Architecture of Drag: John Eberhardt, the 
Belvedere Guest House, Cherry Grove, NY, begun 
in 1956 

OPPOSITE: 
Tom Bianchi, Untitled, SX-70 Polaroid, 1970s




