With 25 tons of glass and 5,000-pound
I-beams, Richard Meier creates a Fire [sland
cottage to withstand any storm.

By JULIE SCELFO

The story of how Richard Meter, one of the
world's most-celebrated architects, came
o design a small, one-bedroom house on a
barrier iskand likely destined for extinerion
goes back nearly a half-century.

It was 1868, and Phil and Lucy Suarez
were newlyweds. Mr. Suarez, 27 would
eventually become the business parmer of
the acclaimed chef Jean-Georges Vonge-
richcen, but at the time he had just co-
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founded a company that became very suc-
cessful at producing popular commercials
and muste videos, He and Mrs. Suarez, 24,
had bought their first apartment, in Gram-
ercy Parle, and were contemplating a reno-
valtion. When Mr. Suarez asked a colleague
to recommend an architect, he was given
the name of Richard Meier, a rising star al-
ready becoming known for his dramatic
stark-white buildings.

Mrs. Suarez had never heard of him. “5o
Lucy calls him and says, ‘1 want to see
vour portfolio)” recalled Mr. Suarez, now
73.%And Richard zaid, *Excuse me?'”

After seeing a photograph of one of Mr.
Meder's houses, though, she was aston-
ished. “I saw this house and said: “Oh, my
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God! If you can do this, you can do our
apartment.”

Over the course of the renovation, the
three became close friends, a bond that en-
dured even after Mrs. Suarez redecorated
the all-white interior Mr. Meier had metic-
wiously made for them, introducing a riot
of textures and colors. (1 want you to be
prepared for a little bit of a change.” she
told him during a strategic phone call be-
fore thedr annual Christmas gathering. “He
sabd, “You can do what you want with your
house! Then he called back and said,
“What is it you did?* )

It was around this time that George
Lois, the legendary ad man and Mr. Sua-
CONTINUED ON PAGE D5
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rez's first boss, invited the couple to visit
him in Fair Harbor, a small town on Fire
Island with wooden bungalows and a bon-
vivant-meets-bohemian personality. Mrs.
Suarez, who has a reputation for being the
last one at a party, instantly fell in love
with the communal cocktails and barefoot
dining.

The couple bought a bay-front summer
cottage in Fair Harbor in 1971, and several
vears later upgraded to what was then an
expensive midcentury modern house on a
quieter street, paying about $80,000. Like
most homes in the area, it was a wooden
structure with no air-conditioning or insu-
lation, but it had views across the bay and
enough deck space for a grill and plenty of
visitors. For nearly four decades, the Sua-
rezes hosted an endless stream of friends.
And over time, they purchased two adja-
cent waterfront houses for guest quarters,
creating a small compound. *There was a
lot Ef love in the walls here,” Mr. Suarez
said.

That was what made it so painful when
an electrical fire took down the house in
2011

“It was 40 years of pictures, and all the
tehotchkes and gifts that were given to us,”
Mrs. Suarez said. “Everything thal was
something to do with the beach, something
to do with our friends.”

They were still reeling several weeks

An architect comes full
circle: The first house he

ever designed and built
was on Fire Island.

later when they had one of thelr regular
dinners with Mr. Meier, and he offered to
help them rebnld. That an architect who
had by this time won the Pritzker Prize, ar-
chitecture's version of the Nobel, and was
known for ambitious projects like the Get-
ty Center in Los Angeles would have an in-
terest in something so small and possibly
ephemeral was astounding to them.

But Mr. Meier loved the idea. After al-
most 50 years of practicing as an architect,
it was like coming full circle: The first
house he ever designed and built was on
Fire Island, in 1961, for the artist and illuas-
trator Saul Lambert and his wife. (“They
had $8,000 to spend,” Mr. Meier recalled. “I
didn't have a lot to do in those days, so 1
gaid fine")

Soon they were having regular meetings
at his office. Mrs. Suarez told hkim she was
hoping for something with the charm of
the old wood house, but early in the pro-
cess the couple was forced to confront an
unwelcome reality: Because of new con-
struction codes aimed at minimizing storm
damage, the new house would have to be
elevated.

As Amalia Rusconi-Clerici, one of the de-
signers, said: “They were used to having a
house that was pretty much on the
ground; now you have this grand entrance
that you walk up. It's a new concept we all
had to accept.”

Once they came to terms with that, how-
ever, the couple became more open to the
idea that Mr. Meier envisioned, something
entirely different from the original. But
building the $225 million steel-and-glass

structure he had in mind presented a mam-
ber of challenges on Fire Island.

For starters, they had to dig 10 feet be-
low sea level to bury the wood piles. Then
they had to put a steel frame on top that
could support 25 tons of glass.

Sam Wood, the contractor, had been
working on Fire Island for 30 years and
had never seen anything like it. “It's bult
like a mini-skyscraper,” he said.

“We had ironworkers on the job for two
months straight,”" he added. “An ironwork-
er on Fire Island? Maybe once before in 25
yvears we've welded on job sites here,”

What's more, some of the I-beams
weighed 5,000 pounds, so he had to rent a
barge-mounted crane to hoist them onto
the site directly from the ferry. Bul when
the first load arrived, he discovered the
bay was too shallow for the barge to get
anywhere near the shore.

“So one by one,” he said, “we brought
every single steel column from the dock up
to the house by wagon and dolby”

Still, all that effort proved worthwhile,
Before the house was completed, its first
test arrived in 2012, with Hurricane Sandy.
And while many homes on the island were
destroyed, the mini-skyscraper survived
unscathed.

As Mr. Suarez put it, "1 that house falls
down, then literally the island is gone."

True, it is something of an oddity here, a
steel-and-glass structure that sticks out
among the more conventional beach
houses. But maybe because of its modest
size — just 2,000 square feet — or maybe
becanse of the laid-back attitude of the
community, there has been little backlash
or gossip among the neighbors.

Mr. Vongerichten, a frequent guest, of-
fered another explanation. "A lot of people
who are successful have people who are
jealous of them," he said. “But with Phil
and Lucy, you just want to hang out with
them.”



