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A House That Any Tree Would Hug

By Amanda Griscom

“BUCKLE up,” said Julia Louis-
Dreyfus, punching asmal sguare button
in the halway of her newly renoveted
beach house. Above her a vaulted
skylightribbed with sted slid openwith
amechanicd hum. “How James Bond
isthat!” she sad, as sunlight and sat
air poured in through an eight-foot-
sguare opening.

Theretractableroof isone of dozens of
energy-efficient contrivances in the
oceanfront home north of Santa
Barbarg, Cdif., that Ms. Louis-Dreyfus
and her husband, Brad Hall, finished
remodeling in November.

For eco-conscious Hollywood, central
ar-conditioning simply won’t do: up-
to-the-minute “green” design cdls for
a motorized sunroof, or “thermal
chimney,” which exhausts hot air
naturally; rooftop solar panels that
generate dectricity and heat the house
and a chemicd-free hot tub; wall-to-
wall windows with “heat mirror”
treatments for insulaion; and, totop it
all off, an electric car parked in the
driveway.

Withits ocean views and rich pal ette of
tropica hardwoods (certified, of course,
as having come from sustainable
forests), the house is a study in haute
green, an earnest beachside do-gooder
with movie-star gloss.

Ms. Louis-Dreyfus, 40, and Mr. Hal,
45, are presumably not energy
conscious simply for the penny-
pinching advantage. (Variety estimated

that she made $13.2 million from
“Seinfeld” for the 1997-98 season d one,
and together, they now earn about
$350,000 for each episodeof their sitcom
“Watching Ellie.”) Rather, their
outspoken intention isto promoteone of
Hollywood's pet causes.

“Oh, absolutely,” she said last month,
dressed in an goricot cashmere sweater,
hoop earrings and a high ponytail
crowned with Jackie O shades. “I'm a

devout environmentalist and ableeding-
heart liberd.”

Over thepast year, thecouplehavebeen
remodeling their beach house while
revamping “Weatching Ellie.” Written by
Mr. Hdl and starring Ms. Louis-Dreyfus
asal osA ngdesloungesinger, theshow
had abrief run on NBC | ast year and will
return to the network on Tuesday.

Like the show, the house - asmdl two-
story 1930’'s bungdow - is in its second
incarnaion. The couple commissioned
David Hertz, whose architecture firm,
Syndesis, of Santa Monica, Calif., is
knownfor green design, to renovate the
house, which they bought seven years
ago and use for weekend retreats from
their man homein LosAngeles. “Let’s
faceit,” Mr. Hall said. “Having asecond
homeisitsdf an gopalling excess, sowe
figuredif we re goingtodo it, webetter

beasenvironmentdly responsibleaswe

Like many renovations, theirs began
modestly, with a simple plan to add a
bathroom and two bedrooms for their
sons, Henry, 10, and Charlie, 5, who had
been bunking with their parents in the
master bedroom a thebeach house. But
alarger project emerged after Mr. Hall
saw Mr. Hertz's own house in Venice,
Cdif.,whichissomethingof alaboratory
for green design.

It indludes a naturd-ventilaion system,
developed in part by setting off smoke
bombs to study indoor ar patterns, and
countertops made of Syndecrete, a
lightweight concrete invented by Mr.
Hertz that integrates recycled ash and

carpet fiber and is sanded smooth. “Our
kids are friends,” Mr. Hall sad, “and
when | dropped my son off a hishouse
one day, my jaw dropped.”

Whilesoftwoods like pinetend to buckle
or warp in humid beach settings, the
tropical hardwoods from sustainable
forests selected by Mr. Hertz and the
coupl €'s contractor, Jed Hirsch, are
warm and durable: mahogany from
Guatemaa for kitchen cabinets, doors
and window frames ($3.85 aboard foot),
and ipe, a dense, chocolate-colored
wood from Brazil ($4.90 a square f oot)
for the decks and akitchen island. The
exterior pandingisNorthern Cdifornia
cedar ($2.40 a squaref oot). Theflooring
isbamboo ($10 asguarefoot), amateria
that green architects favor becauseit is
sturdy and, once harvested, grows back
quickly.

“We selected the materials for their
natural weathering properties, so likea
pi ece of driftwood, the housewould get
better with age” Mr. Hetz sad. “It is
the woods that bring the feeling of
warmth and texture.”

Of course, high-end environmental
correctness has a price. Mr. Hertz
estimated that the renovation cost 10to
15 percent more than it would have
without any green features. The
retractable roof cost $15,000. The
mahogany from susta nable stands cost
about 10 percent morethan conventiond
mahogany, and the solar thermal and
d ectric systems cameto about $25,000.



The idea is that those costs will be
recouped inenergy savings within nine
years. (Without the energy rebates that
are avalable in Southern Cdifornia, it
would take about 23 years.) “Thisis a
prototype house, an early adopter of
emerging technologies,” sad Danid E.
Williams, charman of thecommitteeon
the environment for the American
Instituteof Architects. “It has somehigh
first coststha will get cheaper downthe
ling” he sad, asthe technol ogies come
into general use

Ms. Louis-Dreyfus said theenergy bills
a thebeach house are less than ha f what
they were bef ore the renovation, when
the house had poor insulation and no
solar panels.

With the rooftop thermd pands and a
water-heating system tha operates & 98
percent efficiency, thefamily rardy has
to draw from its propane-powered
backup. During the week, when the
houselis empty, therooftop panels pump
electricity back to the local utility
company, creating a credit. Though the
solar dectric system isrdaivey smal
(it waes instdled in a day), it manages
with itstwo-way grid connection to meet
the dectrical needs of the house

All theengineered gadgetry is necessary
for thehouse sefficiency, but itislargdy
invisible. What vidtors notice instead
are the dark woods - |&ft unlacquered to
show their textures - and the trowel
marks on the plaster walls, which are
coated with a smooth wax.

The couple’sinterior designer, Kathryn
Ireland, used linens, cottons and hemp
in colors of sand, sage and aguamarine

for furniturecoverings and curtains. The
living room has dishes of sea glass,
shdlsand other detritus found on beach
waks.

“What surprised memost wastha every
surface in this house feels so good to
touch,” Mr. Hdl said. “The experience
of the house is like tha of the beach -
you put your feet in the hot sand, you
jumpinthe cold water, you want to roll
aound init.”

Mr. Hertz designed the house to
resemblea ship, and he used steel-cable
rallings and hardware from the Furling
and Rigging Corporation, of Newport
Beach, Calif., which also supplies
sailboat manufacturers. Onerailing runs
up a stairwell at the center of an
expansive space that merges the living
anddining areas, with ceilingsrising to
thesecond floor; theupstairs bedrooms
and office are arranged around this
space, asif it were a courtyard. The few
walls that do separate rooms have
internal transom windows opening onto
the rest of the house.

“The feding of connectedness in this
house is what's most important to me,”
Ms. Louis-Dreyfus said, “especially
when we're here as afamily, becausethe
whole house, and everyoneinit, fed of
apiece.”

To underline the point, she flung open
the shutters of a transom window
connecting the master bedroom to the
living room - her “Eva Peron bal cony” -
and sang, “Don’'t cry for me, Orange
County!” in full operdic voice. “Were
aways playing gamesin theliving room
- poker, Lego, crazy eghts, Monopoly -
so between dicerolls | can pop into the
kitchen to cook thedinner or run upstairs
to grab abook, and the wholetime I’'m

within seeing and taking distance to td|
them my next move.”

Mr. Hdl can dso keep tabs on thefamily
from a slender walkway, made of dlats
of ipe tha hangs above theliving room.
It leads from his office to a little
cantilevered porch that he calls the
“bowsprit” and uses often during the day
to check the surf. “I grew up in Santa
Barbara

duringthe70's” sad Mr. Hal, alifd ong
surfer, “so you might say I’'m in touch
with my inner hippie.”

Mr. Hertz also created outdoor living
spaces for indoor activities. A second-
floor terrace directly off the master
bedroom is a sleeping porch equipped
with a stucco fireplace, a daybed, built-
in stereo speakers and storagefor linens.
Thefirst-floor terraceis designed as an
outdoor dining room, with aSyndecrete
banquet table, a fireplace and an
overhead hest lamp for chilly nights.

For dl her environmentd commitment,
Ms. Louis-Dreyfus cannot repress
flashes of Elaine, the high-strung New
Yorker she played on “Seinfdd.”

“Oh my God, check it out - we’ve got
an ant infestation!” she shouted,
crouching for adoser look a a colony
that had migrated from the terraceinto
the living room. “They’ re absolutely
fascinding, if you really follow where
each one is headed, how they
communicateand all that. Butl say, Get
the damn Rad!”

“That's an endocrine disrupter,” Mr.
Hertz objected. “A nd remember, they’ ve
been here alot longer than we have.”

“Yeah,” shesad, scoffing. “Well, there' s
alimitto dl this activism.”




