
a period room is bathed in light  Narrow 
French doors were widened in the new dining 
room to let the sun shine in. Inspired by the 
home’s colonial roots, the room is a blend of 
simple early furnishings (pine table, wrought-iron 
chandelier, and chairs with rush seats) and more 
formal details, such as wide-striped wallpaper, 
puddled drapes, and paneled wainscoting. 
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am a builder in Minneapolis, so I’ve seen—and worked 
on—a lot of houses, but I’ve always favored older ones. 
While interviewing for a remodeling job a few years ago, I 

discovered a house for sale that was close to the buzz of the city 
but in an amazingly quiet, peaceful, and beautiful location, with 
views similar to those of a north-woods cabin. The 1920s colonial 
revival house sat on a street facing a lagoon connecting two city 
lakes. I was excited. I called my wife, Lisa, to tell her that I had 
found the perfect home for us.

When we looked inside, though, we were disap-
pointed to learn that the house had been stripped 
of its original character through a series of remod-
els. The house had a solid foundation, modern 
conveniences, and updated mechanical systems, 
but it had lost its charm. I convinced Lisa that we 
could build character back into the house and at 
the same time rethink its layout to better accom-
modate us and our two small children.

We enlisted Rehkamp Larson Architects of 
Minneapolis to work with us on the design. The 
architects presented three ideas: the first, a lower-
cost, minimal-change design; the second, a more 
involved and more expensive remodel; and the 
third, an extreme and higher-cost option. They 
fully expected that we’d pick and choose different 

I

First be true to the
original character
of the house, then
rethink the floor plan

By DOUG TANNER

classic features  The homeowners 
were attracted by the house’s classic 
good looks, colonial symmetry, and  
appealing location (top). 

A Good House

BetterGets

coming in from the cold  

Doug Tanner added a brick fireplace 
to the screened porch to make it feel 
more like a room and to extend its  
usefulness beyond summer.
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design elements from each idea to build our final design, and 
that’s exactly what happened. We kept moving things around 
until we were able to accomplish all of our goals. 

A stronger connection to the outdoors

One problem with our previous house was that it was poorly con-
nected to the outdoors. Even though we lived a quarter mile from 
one of the city lakes, we often found ourselves heading up to my 
mother’s cabin to enjoy the outdoors. In this new house, we saw 
the potential to improve the indoor–outdoor connection, thereby 
keeping us home on weekends.   

During the design phase, we spent lots of time observing the 
views from the back and the front of the house. We wanted to 
see the water from as many rooms as possible and to use win-
dows to brighten the back. 

On the first floor (see floor plans, p. 60), we focused our atten-
tion on the porches. The existing screened porch was nicely situ-
ated off the living room, but we wanted it to feel like another 
room in the house for as many months of the year as possible. 
We rebuilt it as part of a new side addition and put in a fireplace 
to allow us to use the porch on cool fall and spring nights. We 
eat most of our meals out there in the summer.

We also widened the French doors on the front of the house 
to brighten the new dining room. These doors make it easy and 
inviting to have breakfast on the existing front terrace. Finally, 
we added a deck off the kitchen in the back. This is where we 
grill, and it gives us one more place to eat outside.

Upstairs, we knew we would move the master bedroom from the 
back of the house to the front, overlooking the lagoon. Adjoining 
our bedroom, we built a sunroom that is now one of our favorite 
spots (photo above right). A friend noted that this sun-drenched, 
south-facing sitting room, which looks like a traditional sleeping 
porch from out front, was made for a cat. 

a good move  

improves the view  

The original master 
bedroom had short, 

high windows and
no view. The couple 

created a master suite 
at the front of the 

house, adding wide 
windows so they 

could see the lagoon 
across the street.

form hides  

function in the 

laundry room  

By hiding appli-
ances and dirty 
laundry behind 

carefully crafted 
cabinet doors, the 
homeowners were 

able to design a 
high-traffic laundry 
on the second floor 

that doesn’t look 
like a utility room.
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Hiding utility rooms in all the right places

We wanted the house to be extremely practical and informal 
but also a nice place to entertain guests. To accomplish that, we 
decided to “hide” utility rooms in convenient places. 

Behind the screened porch in the new addition, we added 
a mudroom (photo, p. 61), which is incredibly functional but 
tucked away around a corner. The open design of its closet, along 
with hooks, baskets, and drawers, makes it easily accessible to the 
kids. There’s a simple wooden bench for removing shoes. 

From the family room, all you see of the mudroom is its attrac-
tive wallpapered walls and dark, durable Tennessee flagstone on 
the floor (a tradition in my family), which camouflages dirt and 
sand. Once we’re inside, we don’t have to look at the clutter we 
brought in from outdoors. We wanted the mudroom to be useful, 
but also a welcoming transition to the rest of the house.

new, sunny room 

brightens the 

master suite   

The master bedroom 
and bath are con-
nected by the new 
sunroom, a peaceful 
retreat overlooking 
the lagoon.

windows, doors, and 

decks to the rescue  

The back of the house was 
clumsy and unbalanced
after an earlier remodel,
but it was vastly improved 
by adding decks, well-placed 
windows, and a new door.

REsTORiNG BAlANcE TO 
ThE BAck Of ThE hOUsE

Colonial revivals are usually two  or three stories, 

with a central entranceway and a symmetrical façade. 

Windows are almost always rectangular, with double-hung 

sashes. My wife, lisa, and i have always liked those simple, 

clean-cut lines. 

When we bought our house, the front was essentially 

symmetrical, although some windows were odd sizes.  

Unfortunately, that wasn’t true of the back.

There, an awkward vertical addition had been built, 

but it did nothing for the house, inside or out. i knew  

i wanted the back to feel balanced, but i wasn’t sure 

how to do it, so i searched through books and maga-

zines for ideas. We worked closely with our architects, 

who proposed a design that balanced windows, doors, 

and decks. it’s amazing how much we were able to  

improve on the clumsy look of the back of the house 

by eliminating the addition, changing the roof line, 

building over the porch, and drawing the eye down  

toward an ample deck.    —D.T.
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  The sunroom
            that adjoins our bedroom 
         is now one of our

  favorite rooms in
         the house. 
      —Doug Tanner 

Inset photo: Doug Tanner

BEFORE
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Living room

REviviNG A cOlONiAl REvivAl

THere Are updATes — and then 

there are updates. When the Tanners 

found their 1922 home, it had been 

recently remodeled, but the changes 

were far from true to the period. The 

interior had been given a face-lift, but 

little had been done to reconfigure 

rooms to suit the way today’s families 

live. Architect Mark Larson suggested a 

new way of thinking about the house’s 

common rooms as well as its private 

spaces on the second floor. 

The neutral color scheme and simplicity of design make        the house as pleasing to look at
                          as it is to live in.
                             —Doug Tanner 

Floor plans: Beverley Colgan60 i n s p i r e d  h o u s e
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Upstairs, by building over the screened 
porch and mudroom, we were able to keep 
four bedrooms, and add a spacious laundry room (bottom photo, 
p. 58). The laundry room got moved around in the design pro-
cess, and the final plan put it at the top of the stairs. This 
makes it more visible than we would have liked, but the appli-
ances and sink are situated in such a way that you can’t see 
them until you’re well inside the room. Even then, the stacked 
washer and dryer are hidden behind closed doors. There’s a 
wide counter for folding clothes, and under it, four laundry 
bins—for lights, darks, whites, and dry cleaning. In the far cor-
ner, there’s a pole for hanging clothes to dry and a drip pan 
underneath. Because we used the same cabinetry as we did in 
the kitchen, our busy laundry room looks neat and clean, and 
it has a great view of the backyard and neighboring trees.

designing a modern but classic kitchen

Lisa and I both enjoy cooking, so we wanted the kitchen to be a 
place where we could work side-by-side and see the children play-
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a new family room emerges  By taking 
down a kitchen wall, relocating a half bath, 
and redirecting traffic, the little-used former 
dining room was reborn as an inviting and 
comfortable family room, complete with a 
window seat overlooking the yard.

Inset photo: Doug Tanner

The neutral color scheme and simplicity of design make        the house as pleasing to look at
                          as it is to live in.
                             —Doug Tanner 

BEFORE

more than 

a mudroom  
“Hidden” behind 
the screened porch 
(the family room is 
around the corner 
to the right), the 
mudroom is spa-
cious and beauti-
fully appointed.  
The Tennessee 
flagstone and 
the reproduction 
wallpaper give the 
hardest-working 
room in the house  
a welcoming look.
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as MUCh as We are praCTiCal, 
we wanted to capture the essence 

of our home’s colonial revival 

roots, which is what attracted us 

to it in the first place. 

We didn’t go overboard, but we 

did try to bring back some char-

acter and charm. We replaced 

existing plain moldings with custom moldings and cove mold-

ings that i designed. We tore out the limestone fireplace sur-

round and the hearth and installed classic red brick. one of the 

cOlONiAl DETAils mAkE All ThE DiffERENcE

carpenters on my staff researched traditional colonial mantels 

online and built one for us. The new fireplace helped restore the 

period flavor to the living room.

 The dining room incorporates some of the most noticeable 

colonial features, including raised-panel wainscoting. We hung 

wide-striped wallpaper typical of the period and purchased an 

antique sideboard and a reproduction colonial chandelier to 

complete the look.  

lisa and i are very happy in our “new” old home. i think it 

looks like a faithfully restored 1920s colonial revival, but it 

works for our family and the way we live today.    —D.T.

hiding in plain sight

The Tanners didn’t want a 
hanging pot rack clutter-

ing the lines of the classic 
kitchen, so Doug designed a 
pair of stainless steel shelves 

under the kitchen island to 
hold pots and pans. They’re 
readily available but visible 

only to the cooks.
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ing outdoors or in the family room. While it is obvious that the room is 
a kitchen, we were able to hide some of its utility with careful design. 
The refrigerator and freezer are built into the cabinetry, and rather than 
hanging a pot rack, we built stainless-steel open shelving into the back 
of the kitchen island. This hides clutter from all but the cook, who has 
easy access to pots and pans while working at the stove. 

We used simple, classic materials like soapstone for the countertops 
and butcher block on the island. We installed cream-color tile as a 
backsplash and kept all the fixtures and hardware simple, in keeping 
with the overall look of the room.

I like to think of the kitchen as the heart of our home and family 
life in the same way that the kitchen was the center of activity in 
early colonials. The difference is that ours has every modern conve-
nience, including a professional range. The neutral color scheme and 
simplicity of design make the kitchen, as well as the rest of the house, 
as pleasing to look at as it is to live in. 

Doug Tanner loves to remodel, so he is resisting the urge to make 
even more changes to his Minneapolis house—for a while, anyway.
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the goal: simplify and update the 

kitchen  It was perfectly nice, but the 
kitchen had been designed with no partic-
ular style in mind. It was transformed by 
a cream-on-cream color palette, charcoal 
soapstone counters, and elegant details 
from the '20s.

Inset photo: Doug Tanner

For more information, see Resources, page 86.
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