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Frank Lloyd Wright’s genius communes with nature
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	 Graycliff, the Frank Lloyd Wright House located on the shores of Lake Erie along Route 5 bear Derby, N.Y. Photo by Loren Kent



	


6/9/2007 - DERBY, N.Y. — Following the Circle Tour along the rustic south shore of Lake Erie is a local scenic wonder that should not be missed. The natural beauty of North America’s shallowest inland sea is captivating as you follow Route 5 from Barcelona Harbor in Westfield, past Lake Erie State Park, through the City of Dunkirk with lovely Point Gratiot and northeast to Irving’s Sunset Bay.

Continuing into Erie County, the sylvaned coast stretches on, now populated with magnificent country homes — not the least of which is Graycliff Estate, a Frank Lloyd Wright masterpiece where the genius of architecture is bonded with the beauty of nature. Graycliff is located off the beaten path in the Town of Derby, on Old Lake Shore Road.

Graycliff is a consummate example of Wright’s style, but less popular than Fallingwater in Mill Run, Pa.; Taliesin in Spring Green, Wis; or the Dana-Thomas House in Springfield, Ill. Built between 1926 and 1929, Graycliff remained relatively unknown until purchased by the Graycliff Conservancy in 1997.

Frank Lloyd Wright designed the 6,500 square-foot house as a summer home for Isabelle Martin, wife of Darwin Martin, Larkin Company executive. During a tour of the estate, a guide explained that Wright had visited the house on more than one occasion and had maintained considerable contact with Isabelle Martin during and after the construction. One might conclude Mrs. Martin was, shall we say, high-maintenance.

Many of the home’s more interesting features were inspired by the needs of Mrs. Martin — features such as a small window in the upstairs bathroom adjoining the master bedroom. The eccentric touch was an architectural feat of skill that lesser designers may have failed to produce.

A rainy or foggy afternoon seems to be as good a time as any to visit the estate, equally as impressive as a sunny day. The warmth of the impressive pad is felt immediately upon arrival. Built in part with local Tichenor limestone that broke away from the cliffs, the massive stones were retrieved from the lake’s edge and brought up by teams of oxen.

Walking through the house provided an inkling of past generations and bygone times.

Graycliff seems to capture the horizon as you look out across Lake Erie. Long narrow windows provide a glimpse of the world that harkens to the days of streamlined automobiles, F. Scott Fitzgerald novels and flapper dresses — all this presented in a perfectly natural setting. 

Spacious cantilevered balconies float effortlessly above sunken gardens and terraces as lake breezes soften the air around the house. Craftsman-style furniture once filled the mansion and striking red-stained cedar shingles covered its roof. Wright’s ideas of ‘‘organic architecture’’ remain alive at Graycliff, thanks in part to the Graycliff Conservancy formed in 1997.

Thanks to the conservancy, Graycliff estate is being restored. Following the death of Isabelle Martin in 1945, the Martin family sold the property to an order of Piarist Fathers in 1951. During the fall of 1958, Frank Lloyd Wright visited his creation one final time.

During the impromptu visit, an elderly Wright unexpectedly confronted and rebuked the priests for their addition of an awkward-looking chapel. 

In the Graycliff Conservatory’s August 2000 newsletter, Western New York historian John Conlin provided a recount of the conversation between Wright and Father Alphonse Vercek.

‘‘We had no warning, no time to prepare the place. He went through the whole house with his entourage, into every room, just as if it were his own. There was no stopping him,’’ Father Vercek told the historian. 

Today the chapel is gone. The straight, low lines of Wright’s original plan have been restored. Nearly 50 years after the great architect’s last visit the public is welcome — by reservation —to visit the estate and gift shop. Reservations can be made by contacting Graycliff at 947-9217 or visiting www.graycliff.bfn.org.

An afternoon drive along the Lake Erie Circle Tour provides hours of interesting scenic enjoyment. Remember to bring along a camera and cap the adventure with a visit to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Graycliff, now a New York State Landmark, and you’ll have an outing that will be long remembered

