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A WELL-STORIED

VICTORIAN

Eleven years ago, Lee Montgomery and Tom Byrnes bought a nice-enough 1890s
house in Porfland. Check out how designer-builder Michael Tunson used history-rich
salvaged house parts and new vintage-looking details to create a true Painted Lady.

BY DAVID SHARP

PHOTOGRAPHY BY SALLY SCHOOLMASTER




MOST HOUSES ARE SO NONDESCRIPT
that passersby hardly notice them. A few
homes are stylish enough to earn a quick,
admiring glance. Then there are those
rare architectural gems so stunning that
they seem to exert a gravitational pull
on the normal flow of traffic. Such is the
case with the Northeast Portland home of
Lee Montgomery and Tom Byrnes, whose
117-vear-old Victorian causes drivers to
pull over and grab their cameras, bicyclists
to screech to the curb and dazzled pedes-
trians to stop and marvel, as if suddenly
finding themselves in the presence of roy-
alty. And in a sense they are, that of a clas-
sic Queen Anne in full, regal splendor.

“Six out of every 10 times we come out
the front door, there's somebody stand-
ing in front of the house with their jaw
hanging open,” says Byrnes. “I keep wait-
ing for an accident between people driv-
ing and bicveling by because so many of
them are looking at the house.”

Talk about a metamorphosis, Two years
ago, the couple’s house was clad on three
sides with 1950s asbestos siding and
looked so unassuming that its exterior
paint color said it all: beige. Since then,
the home has gone from plucked bird to
proud peacock in unfurled plumage. In
place of its previously ho-hum exterior,
the house now boasts 16 paint colors and
is festooned with Victorian ornamenta-
tion befitting the great Painted Ladies of
San Francisco, including period-perfect
friezes, columns, pilasters, newel posts,
wood-turned urns, corbels and countless
gold-leaf-bedecked buttons.

The house has also acquired richly
grained, carved front doors that date to
1894, vintage stained-glass windows above
the front door and in the attic, new bevel-
edged windows, and a new Victorian-style
carriage house that an ornate wrought-
iron gate connects to the main residence.

The changes inside are just as dramatic.
Gone is the cramped and cloistered kitch-
en; it's been replaced with an airy and
enlarged kitchen that’s ideal for cooking
and entertaining. The once-tiny room now
abounds with Victorian-style cabinetry,

~arrara marble countertops, and a full

Byrnes and Montgomery

1ST FLOOR
Deck Fosc;di-_Prep
- arnon
— f ___l
=
I Bathroom Great £
Room §h
r_ -
= L]
; o
— £
= g
~
Foyer
Dining
oom

60 OREGONHOMEMAGAZINE.COM FEBRUARY!MARCH 2009

| aster
Bathroom

}_

A(DM"L'JH

Study

2ND FLOOR

Guest
Room
Master
Bedroom
Home
O?{i:e



“The 1894 front doors were built
as commereial doors, so they had

opaque glass for security,” says
Tunson, wh\t‘?" placed the panes
with bevel-edged clear glass. The
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armada of appliances. For the first time in
11 vears, the couple owns a standard-size
refrigerator instead of the shrunk-down
model that the previous layout permitted.

Even on the darkest winter days, the
home's interiors—especially the formerly
bleak kitchen--are awash in natural light
spilling through seven bevel-edged win-
dows between the upper
cabinets and the ceiling. In
addition, new French doors
in the new Great Room off the
kitchen open onto an inviting
deck and landscaped back
vard. “Of the 27 windows we
started with in the house, we
took out three, and added 21,
savs Bvrnes,

A sad little porch (right)
and an awkwardly placed
half bath that a previous
owner had tacked onto the
back of the house are history
as well, their square footage
commandeered by the sink
and food prep area (opposite)
in the newly expanded kitchen. With the
home’s only downstairs bathroom ripped
out, Montgomery and Byrnes replaced it
with an 8-by-20-foot bump out that houses
a new full bath (and a mudroom!) in a
more private spot on the opposite side

of the Great Room. And with the ceiling

and walls torn open anvway to remodel

the kitchen, the couple seized that oppor-
tunity to upgrade the home’'s plumbing
and electrical systems and overhaul their
upstairs master bathroom.

The homeowners' passion for historic
architecture and insistence on function-
ality set the objectives for this transfor-

mation. Their designer-builder Michael

The house’s old back porch and half-bath (above) morphed into a foed
prep area in the remodeled kitchen (opposite), a now light-filled space.

Tunson, the principal of Eterne Archi-
tectural Restoration and Tunson Design
in Portland, shaped those objectives into

a creative vision that he and his team of

craftspeople then turned into a reality.
“To make something like this takes every-
body.” says Tunson. “It was a combination

of everybody’s will and art.”

EVEN BEFORE THIS OVERHAUL TOOK
place, the house had plenty going for it.
Montgomery, an author and the executive
editor at the literary magazine Tin House,
and Byrnes, a marketing consultant, pur-
chased the property after relocating from
Los Angeles. “We hadn't really intended
on buying a house in Portland,” says Mont-
gomery. “*We were thinking
about it. But then we fell in
love with this house.”

And with good reason.
Its builder began work on
the house in 1892 in hopes
of using it as a residence for
himself and also as a model
home for other houses he
hoped to market nearby. The
following vear, an economic
depression quashed the build
er's real-estate dreams, but he
stayved financially afloat long
enough to lavish the quintes-
sentially Queen Anne-style
interiors with wide crown
moldings, tall baseboards and
other fin-de-siecle architectural elements.

It's one of several existing Vietorians
in the immediate vicinity that date to
the start of the Irvington neighborhood.
According to local lore, a Rolls Royce
mechanic once owned the home. Movie

stars of Hollvwood’s Golden Age had such a

high regard for his work that they shipped

The house’s facade has evolved from a farmhouse sensibility (left) to a slightly refined Victorian (middle) to a true Painted Lady (right).
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their cars to Portland for repairs.

As if surviving for more than a century
weren't miracle enough, the house also
remained relatively unscathed during
the Great Remuddling—that period from
the 1950s through the 1970s when many
owners of Victorians were hellbent on
stripping away the “old-fashioned” archi-
tectural details in favor of a more modern
look. “The stained glass was missing, and
some of the exterior detail was gone, but
everything else inside—the doorknobs, the
hinges, the millwork, the original glimmer
glass, the original French doors—was still
there,” savs Byrnes.

The home's most visible mid-century
alteration was the asbestos shingles
attached to the rear and side walls. Though
an evesore, those shingles actually worked
in Byrnes' and Montgomery's favor when
the time came to restore the exterior. “The
downside was, they were asbestos shingles,
and they looked like crap,” savs Byrnes.
“The upside was, they essentially entombed
the wood and sealed it from the elements.”

For all its time-tested sturdiness and
innate character, however, the house had
a glaring drawback: the kitchen. Cramped,
dark and partiticned off from the adjacent
dining room and backyard, the kitchen
severely curtailed the couple’s ability to
invite guests over or, for that matter, even
occupy that room at the same time without
bumping into each other. *I hated the kitch-
en,” savs Montgomery. “It was tiny. There
was no storage. And every time I'd try to
cook, something would fall out of a cabinet.
It wasn't a great place to entertain either,
because the dining room was so small. We
never entertained in the wintertime. We'd
Jjust wait until summertime, then have bar-
becues in the backvard.”

Unable to entertain at home (“Lee is an
amazing cook,” savs Byrnes), the couple
even found the space a challenging one for
just the two of them to unwind in. “For us,
the kitchen is the heart of the house, but
if we wanted to share a glass of wine at
the end of the day, there was no way to do
that, because Lee would be cooking in the
kitchen, I'd be sitting in the dining room,

and there was a wall between us,” says

“In these old Victorians, the kitchens were traditionally very small,” says Byrnes.

See where the sink is? That used to be a back porch and a bathroom that was so small
that when you sat down, your knees were up in your face.” Doug Vincent of Vincent
Furniture fabricated the cabinetry. The vintage windows once hung at Reed College.
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