


MILWAUKEE AREA


Albert and Edith Adelman House, Fox Point
Tour info: This is a private residence and not open for tours. Please respect the owners’ privacy.

It’s rare to come across a Wright house that has been in the same family since its construction. That’s the case with the Albert Adelman, a Usonian-style home in this northern Milwaukee suburb a few blocks west of the Lake Michigan shoreline. The 3,000-square-foot home was built in 1948 for Albert and Edith Adelman on a 2.5-acre lot. Albert was the son of Benjamin Adelman, who later commissioned a Wright home in Phoenix, in 1952.

Craig Adelman, chairman and founder of Adelman Travel Group, currently resides in the house and can easily recall childhood memories growing up here. He even remembers meeting Wright, although he was too young to converse with him on the same level as his parents. When I toured the home and met with Craig and his son, Jono, to write a story about the Adelman House for Milwaukee Magazine in 2017, the elder Adelman described Wright as a persistent visitor to the home who always wore a hat and donned a cape—and skillfully asked his parents for more money. He also remembers Wright demanding that the family replace forty birch-veneer doors with cypress—simply to honor his design, not their wants or desires.

In 1948, Wright was rising into favor—helped by the Fallingwater design completed in 1937—and busy working on drawings for the Guggenheim Museum in New York City. It’s likely his apprentices were tasked with following through on his residential commissions, maybe even making decisions more theirs and not his.
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In 2011, Adelman hired The Kubala Washatko Architects—their other projects include the First Unitarian Society Meeting House in Madison’s addition—on designing and building a 700-square-foot pool house and an in-ground pool. The patio was also enlarged. This project was the first major restoration of the home since it was constructed. Only the pool was in the original design. Due to budget constraints, it was never built.


[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


In the pool house is an indoor kitchen and bar, as well as ample storage for hanging towels and clothing, and changing rooms, built-in lockers, a shower room, and a bath. There is also an outdoor lanai.

This design achieves similar geometry. For example, the pool house maintains a consistent eave height with the residence, but incorporates a flat roof and old cypress-wood siding in contrast to the hip roof and buff-colored concrete block exterior of the residence.
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Throughout this process, the goal with the home, says Washatko, was to “restore it back to its historical character.” The house was also built for 1940s living—not for today. “It wasn’t very energy-efficient,” he says. “Back then if you got cold you just turned the heat up.” New heating and cooling units now do the trick, and four are concealed: for example, one’s behind a built-in bench, and another’s hidden in a closet.

Other work at that time included ripping out the home’s original red-stained radiant concrete floor, which had suffered from uneven settlement due to freezing conditions. “Imagine




[image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]



[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]





[image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]


taking the entire concrete floor out of that house,” says Washatko. Each tile had to be inventoried in order to return them to their rightful, original places. The copper radiant floor heating system was swapped out for a modern version, installed over a new gravel base and insulation. New concrete flooring was poured with red topping to match the original specifications. All exterior and interior concrete-block walls were stripped of lime wash, paint, and grime, then repaired or replaced with color-matching new material. Cypress board-and-batten walls were stripped and selectively restained to unify the wood color.

To better suit modern-day cooking needs, the kitchen was also updated. A new, expanded primary bath features a soaking tub and walk-in shower, along with recessed lighting, a wall of built-in storage, and concrete flooring stained red. There’s a clear symmetry throughout this home as you flow from room to room.

Inside, the home boasts brick walls with cypress finishes, and—like many Wright Usonians—a fireplace and built-in shelves in the living room. Indirect lighting guides one down the hallway while also casting a warm, cozy glow, as I wrote in the Milwaukee Magazine article. The home features five bedrooms.




Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church, Wauwatosa
Tour info: Tours for groups (prices for groups up to 15 people or less than 15 people), or visit during the Divine Liturgy Sundays at 9 a.m. annunciationwi.org

There comes a time in every church’s history where a new building is needed. The facilities no longer suit congregants’ needs, or maybe the membership has outgrown the space.

In 1952, the Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church was in this exact spot. A thirty-eight-member building committee was quickly formed to find a new site—the small building in downtown Milwaukee wasn’t going to do it anymore—and find an architect to come up with a design.

On a tour of the church’s interior, you can see it’s divided into three sections—the narthex, the nave, and the sanctuary. An example of poured-concrete construction, the church is crowned by a 104-foot-diameter dome and gold cross, which symbolizes Christ’s unity of heaven and earth. This is also a familiar icon in Byzantine architecture.

Even in the beginning stages, no one in the church—not even the building committee—could have anticipated that this would be a process taking many years, and that Wright would be designing their church. In the end, this new church represented many things. First, that the local Greek-immigrant population had “made it” in terms of success, stature, and money, but also, that the church was thriving. This congregation, founded in 1906, was among the first ten Greek Orthodox parishes in the United States. Wright himself dubbed it his “little jewel” to Hagia Sophia, and also “St. Sophia,” a nod to the seat of the Byzantine Empire in what was known as Constantinople, now Istanbul, Turkey.
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On a tour of the saucer-shaped design one morning, tour guide and parishioner Catherine Spyres tells the story about her father, who, as a member of the building committee, had a heavy hand in writing this church’s history.

Her father, Christ Seraphim, known in the community as Honorable Christ T. Seraphim, a circuit judge for Milwaukee County, sat on the building committee. After the committee had interviewed possible architects to hire and whittled the selections down to the finalists, he spoke up. According to both Spyres and accounts in John Gurda’s New World Odyssey: Annunciation Greek Orthodox Church and Frank Lloyd Wright, Seraphim asked if anyone had interviewed Wright. His reasons were solid. How could he decide who was the best architect if Wright hadn’t been considered?

Committee members’ reactions were mixed. Some thought he was dead. Others couldn’t imagine he’d be interested in designing their little church. Didn’t he have more prominent commissions to handle? Still others viewed Wright as a subject of controversy—both for his off-the-wall designs and his known extramarital affairs. Not to mention the fact that he was quite expensive and always over budget. Seraphim held his ground. He refused to vote until Wright was contacted about any interest he might have in building their new church.

Faced with a budget, the committee forged on. They had developed a plan to raise additional money for their 700-seat church by asking each household to submit a $300 pledge. With 829 households, this promised to be effective. Their budget was further bolstered with $50,000 already in the bank. In the end, the church cost around $1.5 million. The church was forced to take out a $350,000 loan.

At the meeting, Wright placed a saucer upside down on top of his coffee cup and told the building committee that this was their design. While at first they were shocked, he went on to explain. It helped that Wright’s third wife, Olgivanna, had been raised Serbian Orthodox. He surprisingly knew quite a bit about Byzantine design. Spyres remembers her dad telling her the coffee-cup story later. “Everyone’s eyes were like, ‘What did we do?’ Once they calmed down, they agreed,” she says.

The church lost its original building site when Milwaukee County announced plans to build an expressway through it—which was never built. But the eventual site, on the northwest corner of Milwaukee adjacent to the Wauwatosa border, ended up being perfect. And there was clearly enough land on which to build.

They broke ground on May 17, 1959, five weeks after Wright’s death. On July 2, 1961, the church was officially dedicated. “It’s a blend of what Frank Lloyd Wright did for us with his design, but it’s based on our faith—Orthodox Christianity,” says Spyres. It’s important to note that the current windows, installed during the 1980s, were not designed by Wright.

The low ceiling in the entry of the church represents a place of contemplation before entering. This is not unlike Wright’s commitment to using “compression and release” in many of his other buildings, where the ceiling height opens up in the main space, whether it’s a sanctuary or a living room. The set of double doors leading past the entry bears its own story, representing the family tree of Jesus. He also incorporated, in the nave (the center of the church), the sign of the cross in a circle that’s nearly hidden, but there. During services, the sanctuary is separated from the nave behind an iron screen that faces east.
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Blue and gold are the dominant interior colors to represent colors of the ancient Byzantine Empire. A dozen rows of seating represent the twelve apostles, and the three sections represent Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. There are four vents for the sign of the cross. Another intentional choice was for each spire: The twelve bulbs are for each of the apostles. A recurring motif in the church’s interior is a circle with a Byzantine cross and equilateral sides. Gold carpeting on the altar was replaced with granite in later years.

Spyres recalls when it was first built. “There was nothing out here in the 1950s. People who lived in the neighborhood said, ‘What, that flying saucer?’ Being built by Frank Lloyd Wright really put our church on the map,” she says. Like other Wright designs, function overcame beauty. His plan to install 2-by-2-inch shiny ceramic tiles on the domed roof worked great—until they started popping off. The church painted the top of the dome blue instead. In 1980 a cross was added on top, not part of the original design.

September 12, 1971, is a date Spyres recalls vividly. It was the church’s planned consecration and also the spontaneous baptism of William Wesley Peters and Svetlana Alliluyeva’s baby girl, Olga. Peters had been Wright’s head draftsman and protégé, and also the widowed husband to Wright’s stepdaughter, Svetlana Hinzenberg Wright. As for Alliluyeva, she was Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s daughter. Later, she adopted the name Lana Peters to further distance herself from her family.

“This church was packed. On that day, Wesley asked to have his daughter baptized and asked my parents to be godparents. My mom, sister, and I went to Marshall Field’s to get boo-ties and other items,” she says. Svetlana stayed behind at the church. “We found out later, with Svetlana being here, the KGB was in the parking lot.” The two women were told not to run to their cars, so as to arouse suspicion, and to calmly head out to buy the necessary items and then quickly return. After this celebratory day, the two families remained in touch, including swimming outings and hosting visits at Spyres’s childhood home.

In 1974 the church was listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Although guided tours are for groups of a minimum of fifteen people, the church is open to the public during Doors Open Milwaukee, the third weekend in September each year. Another option for visiting is during either a Sunday service or the church’s “Taste of Greece” event in late February. “We’ve had Frank Lloyd Wright people from all over the world [tour the church, including] from Taiwan and Australia,” says Spyres.




Arthur R. Munkwitz Duplex Apartments, Milwaukee
Tour info: This building is no longer standing, as a result of a boulevard-widening project in 1973.

In what is now a neighborhood just west of Marquette University, and home to many of its off-campus students, there once existed an apartment building designed by Wright.

The project was born out of connections Wright had made with builders and developers while designing the American System-Built Homes, a process that resulted in more than 900 drawings. Only about twenty are still standing today.

What these all had in common were a desire to appeal to the working-class population with high-design concepts built using mass-production methods.

In 1916, the Arthur R. Munkwitz Duplex Apartments debuted at 1102–1112 N. 27th Street. There were four units in each of the two buildings. With pebble-dash stucco exteriors, they were part of the American System-Built Homes portfolio; more specifically, model J521, one of the 128 models developed between 1912 and 1916, based on more than 900 of Wright’s drawings. As William Allin Storrer describes in his book, The Architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright: A Complete Catalog, each unit contained a living room that spanned the width, an adjoining dining space overlooking the entry, and a kitchen in the front, with two bedrooms and a bath in the rear.

Then, in 1973, they were torn down.
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“They were demolished because [the city] wanted to widen Highland Boulevard into a boulevard,” says Nicholas Hayes, author of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Forgotten House: How an Omission Transformed the Architect’s Legacy, and an expert on American System-Built Homes. “They were [also] in disrepair.” Wright’s or the developer Arthur Richards’s choice to select pebble-d ash stucco might have sealed their fate. “It was a questionable exterior treatment in Wisconsin winter,” says Hayes. “You can imagine in the ’70s if [the owner] was looking at it, ‘How are we going to cover it with something different?’ this would have cost a lot of money to recover.”
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An entrepreneur, Munkwitz was the president of the American Realty Service Company and Richards its vice president, says Hayes. The ideology behind the American System-Built Homes—to build as many homes as possible and earn a limitless profit—didn’t jibe with Wright’s ethos. “They were built for someone else to make money on,” says Hayes. “That was one of the things that drove Wright away. The real-estate people were all making money, which was different than [building] these as affordable homes. Dabbling in Wright’s brand name was a way of making a profit.”

Still, despite the apartments’ short life span, they achieved publicity. “Richards and Munkwitz were pretty darn good at public relations, at writing their own press releases, and got a story in the Milwaukee Journal that talked about Wright’s brilliance and the organic-design principle.”

Hayes notes that what makes the American System-Built Homes, including these apartments, different from many of Wright’s other residential commissions is the lack of a signature art-glass window design unique to each. The American System-Built portfolio featured only a limited number of art-glass window designs, “because they weren’t [yet] going to be purchased,” says Hayes. That’s because of the showroom model for these types of




Burnham Block, Milwaukee
Tour info: Guided tours are held Saturdays for an entry fee. Reservations are required. One of the houses (with three bedrooms) is available for overnight stays through VRBO.com. wrightinmilwaukee.com
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Elizabeth Murphy House, Shorewood
Tour info: This is a private residence and not open for tours. Please respect the owners’ privacy. elizabethmurphyhouse.com
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Frederick C. Bogk House, Milwaukee
Tour info: This is a private residence and not open for tours. Please respect the owners’ privacy.
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Dr. Maurice Greenberg House, Dousman
Tour info: This is a private residence and not open for tours. Please respect the owners’ privacy.
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Joseph Mollica House, Bayside
Tour info: This is a private residence and not open for tours. Please respect the owners’ privacy.
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