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West
is
Best

Ever since I was a small boy, I have been
interested in midcentury modern design. The
home I grew up in was a modest ranch in the Midwest that
my mother furnished with all of the design cues of the late
1960s. The open floor plan suited our Danish modern furniture, with its simple lines, tapered legs and harvest gold,
avocado green and bright orange upholstery. Ours was in
sharp contrast to other homes with more defined, box-like
rooms and heavy, Early American furniture and handcarved antiques.
I remember being intrigued by futuristic design and modern conveniences. In our kitchen we had a built-in Nutone
food center with myriad attachments. We used it all of the
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Previous spread: The long, extremely
heavy Craigslist sofa with the built-in
coffee tables looks like an Adrian
Pearsall, however, we have not been
able to confirm this. It came with
red and black faux-fur upholstery,
which we replaced with a slubtexture fabric applied in a largeblock, button-tufted pattern. A
good friend who’s a carpenter substituted walnut for the faux-wood
laminate tabletops. Over the sofa is
a print of Shag’s Palm Springs After
Noon, and the Danish-inspired floor
and table lamps are period pieces.
We were told the coffee table is a
Pearsall or Craft Associates, while
the blue upholstered chair was
found at a local resale shop. Off
camera (see page 67) in the right
foreground, an Eames lounge chair
sits near a period credenza with a
floating top. Downlights accent the
grain on the new birch wall panels.

time, from mixing a simple cake to making a big batch of ham salad using the meat grinder.
We also had an intercom system throughout the house that was mostly used for playing
the radio while we cleaned on Saturday mornings.
Fast-forward 40 years, and I found that I had a deep longing to experience that
lifestyle again. I was very deliberate in my pursuit, researching the areas of Austin that
had homes built from 1950 to 1970, then zeroing in on the neighborhoods that had the
best examples of midcentury modern design. I worked closely with my good friend,
Realtor Joel Hueske, scouring neighborhoods located close to the central part of town
that were in my price range.

Which nest is best?
I fell in love with an area called Western Trails. When it was conceived back in the 1950s,
it was considered to be on the outskirts of south Austin. To help attract potential buyers,
the homes and the lots were a bit bigger. I stalked this neighborhood for about a year. At
the top of my list was the home we eventually purchased in a cul-de-sac with seven other
unique homes. I learned later that these houses were featured in the Parade of Homes, and
all but one were designed and constructed by the same builder.
Several features attracted me: the low-pitched roof, clerestory windows, wood-paneled
pony wall at the entrance and a floor plan with a lot of potential. The home also had more
than its share of problems from years of neglect. My partner, Ted Yanecek, couldn’t understand my vision of what the house could become. I, on the other hand, saw the bones and
the makings of what could be a really great space. I probably would have walked away had
it been any other house, but this one spoke to me with its interesting design and great
location—and it was within our budget.

Finding the right contractor was key. I wanted to work with someone who appreciated
midcentury modern design, who was quality- and cost-conscious and capable of both
design and construction. After about six weeks of interviews with very talented contractors
and my Sputnik-in-the-sky dreams being caught in the gravitational pull of my earthbound
budget, I selected Michael Smeets of MJS Design Build. I had seen several of Michael’s previous projects and was impressed with his design sense and high-quality work. It was a
huge plus that he was dependable and easy to work with. Michael was instrumental in helping determine where to spend a little more to get the wow! factor, and where we could save
a bit on a particular finish and still get a great look.

Hip deep in fun
Due to the budget, we had to sell our new, cookie-cutter tract house and move into the
ranch. We squirreled away in the back bedrooms and prepared for the onslaught of the
remodel. A home built in 1963 has its share of surprises and we quickly chewed up the 15%
contingency fund. There were a few things that I was not quite prepared for, because sometimes you just don’t know until you know. During the demo we found water and termite
damage, wiring issues and some structural problems with the foundation and with the roof.
These were not the areas I had planned on spending my remodeling dollars, but we needed to make the house right structurally.
Having a good sense of my design direction prior to starting the project was important. I wanted to update the home with new and modern materials while remaining true
to the period and the original characteristics of the home. It would have been easy to
get modern fixtures in the local big-box store, but with a little extra research I was able
to find a lot of vintage or period reproductions. Obviously Atomic Ranch was an invalu-

Opposite: The formal dining room is
furnished with a UK-made G Plan
table and chairs and a period
credenza with no identifiable markings; overhead is a Pulse Sputnik
light. The 1950s table lamp is from
Room Service Vintage in Austin. The
rug was a great find from an old
retailer called Storehouse.
The former family room has a
Brasilia credenza and hutch stocked
with a nearly complete set of
Iroquois Impromptu china in the
Vision pattern, designed by Ben
Seibel. The Danish dining table and
chairs have original blue upholstery
that coordinates with the TransOcean Amalfi Circles rug and the
seafoam J.C. Penney pinch-pleated
drapes. The four-light pendant is
from IKEA.
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able tool for my own education and inspiration, as well as a tremendous resource to
locate vendors that specialized in midcentury modern decor.
The design choices were fun at first, and then they became almost overwhelming.
Michael created a project plan and timeline so I could anticipate what would be happening
and when. That allowed me to prioritize decisions on finishes in time for orders to be made
so the materials would arrive on time.

Nuts and/or bolts

After a burglary, we decided to
enclose the carport and make it a
functional garage while remaining
true to the original spirit of the
house. Our idea was to tie it to the
house by matching the T1-11 siding
and installing clerestory windows.

We reworked the entry of the home with new solid-wood double doors. Michael and I
collaborated on an applied design inspired by a front porch screen on a nearby home.
Instead of creating one distinct pattern across both doors, we landed on an arrangement
that we really liked and then mirrored it on the other door—less busy and more appealing.
We also put in clerestory glass above the doors, replacing the trapezium-shaped molding
that was originally over the entry.
Just inside the front door, a pony wall is now clad in birch, in lieu of the original paneling
that had been painted. We repeated the birch accent in the formal living room, adding a soffit with hidden rope lighting to create a nice, warm glow. Originally there was a turned-spindle room divider separating the living and dining areas. In its stead is a three-sided gas fireplace clad in limestone-look veneer with a limestone hearth. That inspiration came from
another home here in the neighborhood. We really wanted this to be a standout feature of
the home and worked closely with the contractor on the design.
Ted and I decided on vertical-grain bamboo flooring throughout to create continuity and
make the spaces look larger. The previously remodeled kitchen had ’90s big-box cabinetry
and solid-surface counters. We chose walnut flat-front KraftMaid cabinets, Silestone counters and a glass mosaic tile backsplash. After searching for a long time for lights, we kept
coming back to some from IKEA. They are a great look, relatively inexpensive and create a
bit of consistency with the lighting, as my tendency was to keep going for more wow! when
they just needed to be part of the chorus.

Put a bow on it
The house is now just over 2,400 square feet, with three bedrooms, two baths, a living
room and two dining spaces. A covered patio off the kitchen was enclosed to become a
new den. For me, the extra spaces meant more fun looking for furniture. I worked with Merri
Gale Hieger, an interior designer with Retrofit Austin, to help pull the furnishings together.
She is extremely knowledgeable about the midcentury modern design aesthetic and is great
with color. She culled my collection of favorite pieces into cohesive, thoughtful arrangements that I really enjoy. We found that rotating collectibles and furnishings in and out of
storage or from room to room can create a fresh, new look. After it was all completed and
furnished, Ted really loves the place.
As an avid collector and willing student of all things MCM, I am always learning something new about a designer or an architect of the era. I’m intrigued by their influences and
the inspirations for their designs. The joy for me is in the pursuit and discovery when it
comes to collecting. I have determined the very important difference between liking a particular thing and loving it. There is simply not enough space or resources to acquire everything that I might like; however, I do have room for things that I love. While we have a few
classic pieces, I find that I am more attracted to items that are unique representations of
the era, but are perhaps not all that well known. This house is the perfect showcase for that
collection.

I’m a huge fan of Eichler homes,
and we found a reproduction Eichler
escutcheon kit that looked fantastic
and worked well with the design of
the home. We replaced funky,
plastic window inserts on both sides
of the front doors with glass, and
painted the doors a bright aqua
inspired by the colors at a local
hamburger joint (see details on
pages 3 and 62). On the other side
of the birch pony wall is the kitchen,
and the living room and formal
dining are straight ahead. I reconfigured a vintage swag lamp into an
entry light—wanting something
interesting and period for that spot.
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Dale Herron works in human resources for a solar energy company, while Ted Yanecek is
an attorney. Jeff Hunter is a portrait and event photographer; see his images at
jeffhunterphotography.com.
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