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Blasts
from the

Past
(No. 1)

The Hermosa Beach locale and open floor plan were what
drove Jeff Brown and Susan Savela Brown to buy their 1954
three-bedroom California ranch. In our Spring 2004 premiere
issue, their article addressed some hoped-for changes to the
brick fireplace surround and the down-at-the-heels kitchen.
Today they’ve moved toward a more traditional contemporary
look and made some major changes.

“We did a seven-month remodel that included all utilities, the
roof, floors, windows, lighting and a new kitchen,” writes Savela
Brown. “The old house had no insulation and it got very chilly in
the winter and hot in the summer. We put insulation in the attic,
the crawl space and most of the walls. The original windows
were very drafty and those, too, were replaced. We converted
a closet with a large water heater into storage and installed a
tankless model in the garage.

“In the kitchen, we re-engineered a beam, which eliminated a
post; this allowed more flexibility with the kitchen design and
opened up the room. The original layout had a side access door
that was removed to allow for more counter space, and we
moved the island for better access from the hallway. The vinyl
flooring was replaced with hardwood to match the rest of the
house and not chop up the space. 

“Over the years we discussed fireplace options with our
designer but didn't move on anything until after the remodel was
completed. Painting the fireplace white or covering it with slate
would have looked like what everyone else was doing. To honor
the original design, we just dressed it up with a new mantel for
about $400. It was an inexpensive facelift and the brick still suit-
ed the style of the house after the remodel.   

“We still greatly respect and appreciate the atomic ranch feel
and look of our house. When we started the project, we were
ready to go really retro in the kitchen but ended up with a style
that was more classic beach bungalow.”    
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Like Martha Stewart, Paul and Kathy Day believe you really can’t have too much of
a good thing. For them, good things include vintage midcentury pieces like an
Eames DCM chair with original red aniline-dye finish, Danish modern furniture from
Paul’s youth and a reupholstered Nelson marshmallow sofa. But then there’s ’30s
French Deco pieces, Japanese tansu chests, 1920s Hawaiian koa wood souvenirs,
pre-Columbian sculptures, fly rods, Scottish tartans, Danish teak serving pieces—
well you get the idea. 

Outside they have a Japanese teahouse; 50-year-old bonsais; a 1971 Vespa
winnowed down from a larger collection; surfboards, both vintage and modern;
and a 1963 Shasta trailer that they renovated inside and out. Their ’55 Dodge pick-
up is awaiting a rebuilt engine. It comes as no surprise when Kathy reveals that
Paul’s family calls him “phase boy.”

And then there’s Lucy, their English bull terrier puppy, the second in a collection
of distinctive dogs who’ve gotten to share the Days’ 1954 ranch house and its rar-
ified furnishings. If the idea of not one but now two puppies teething on a Hans
Wegner chair or romping past the chest with the Dale Chihuly Macchia piece
sitting on it gives you pause, you haven’t met these dogs—or the Days.
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Opposite: In the entryway to the

Natsoulas home is a series of paintings

by Paul DiPasqua based on a 1954 dat-

ing handbook for teenagers. This

page: A Bertoia chair in the pink office.

Tony, Donna and Agatha (wearing the

fur coat) in the living room with their

“dog bone” couch, vintage lighting

and Heywood Wakefield tables, one of

which holds a chocolate ceramic cake

by David Gilhooly. The painting over

the couch is by Bethany Ayers.

didn’t know what we had back then,” Tony Natsoulas says about
his parents’ 1967 four-bedroom ranch home in Davis, Calif.
“Everybody had the same Streng houses in the neighborhood and

I didn’t think of it as anything special. But then I went to art school and
learned about architecture.”

Tony is a ceramicist who produces humorous larger-than-life-size figures, as
well as busts and wall sculptures, and Donna, a painter, has a line of vintage purs-
es with hand-painted robots, poodles, cartoon characters and the like. They also
have a prodigious art collection that includes works by Picasso, Roy De Forest,
Bob Brady, Wayne Theibaud, Dali´, Howard Finster, Fred Babb, Suzanne Adan,
Jeff Koons, Andy Warhol and Tom Rippon. There’s no “sofa-size art” bought to
match the drapes in their home. 

Donna grew up in a traditional ranch and has a great love of architecture, too—
particularly for Eichler-esque homes—thanks in part to her design-school years in
Oakland. “My grandmother had a 1950s ranch home in the Bay Area, and even
though the floor plan wasn’t open, she had the streamline couches, odd Lucite
lamps, the whole atomic look,” she says.

When the Natsoulases tired of loft living and were looking for their next home,
they happened upon “a whole bunch of 1963 Strengs in Sacramento,” Tony
explains. “As soon as I walked in, I said, ‘This is the house that we have to buy.’ ”

The Streng Story
Streng Bros. Homes began building tracts in Sacramento and Davis in 1959.

Their nearly 3,000-plus Modernist houses were almost all designed by architect
Carter Sparks, who worked at the Eichler-affiliated architectural firm of Anshen and
Allen for several years. 

Although the models look much like Eichlers, Jim and Bill Streng eschewed
Eichler’s open-roof atriums and radiant heating in their homes. Air conditioning
was part of the package from the get-go and bedrooms had high, private win-
dows instead of the Eichler penchant for sliding glass doors—all of which makes
sense in a climate with temperatures in the high 90s for much of the summer.
Down the middle of the hallways are HVAC chases that distribute heat and air
conditioning to the rooms.

Streng homes were usually sold before they were built, and architect Sparks
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In August 2003, Jim and I thought up the concept for
Atomic Ranch, and by March 2004, the premiere issue was
bound and on newsstands. Among our early featurees were
relatives—Jim’s brother and his wife, who allowed us to
shoot their ranch without knowing what we were up to—and
all manner of contacts made through a network of enthusi-
asts and advertisers.

As we checked in recently, some of our past profiled
homeowners had moved on, but many others are still tweak-
ing and enjoying their houses. Here’s a second look at some
of our favorites. …

spring 2004

• hilltop reverie     • modern fair

• obnoxious eichler     • beachy ranch
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