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REACHING FOR 
LIGHT

Chapter Four

Horace Gifford comes forth with 
towers. He sends cutting edges into 
the sky.

—Suffolk Sun, 1968
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While working on the Kauth residence in 
Fair Harbor, Gifford encountered the Miller 
+RXVH��&KDUOHV�*ZDWKPH\¶V�¿UVW�FRPPLVVLRQ���VHH�
page 47.) It drew heavily on Gwathmey’s own “Lou 
Kahn education,”49 as he recalled. A central living 
area, shielded by a pinwheel of shed-roofed spaces 
and sundecks, maintained privacy in a crowded 
landscape by selectively framing unobstructed 
diagonal views at the edges of neighboring proper-
ties. But the trope and the shingled aesthetic of 
this 1964 project were quickly abandoned. In 
subsequent projects, Gwathmey revived the sleek 
interwar modernism practiced by LeCorbusier, 
producing extroverted cubist compositions across 
WKH�GXQHV�DQG�SRWDWR�¿HOGV�RI�WKH�+DPSWRQV��,Q�
1965, Gifford performed a series of variations 
on Gwathmey’s discarded debut. His Sprague-
Geller residence harvested the pin-wheeled plan 
of the Miller House and elevated it an entire 
story off the ground. Views from the internal 
living space were diagonally directed and framed 
by encircling towers. Narrow slit windows and 
enclosed, cantilevered decks maintained privacy 
within the low-lying, hemmed-in site. Gwathmey’s 
squat, shed-roofed appendages became bold 
towers in Gifford’s hands. Elevating the house 
KDG�D�¿QDQFLDO�EHQH¿W�DV�ZHOO��DOORZLQJ�D�ORZHU�
floor to be inexpensively added at a later date. 
Robert Sprague, a textile executive, marveled at 
how his home emerged from a freehand sketch 
that embroidered prevailing winds, sightlines, 
landforms, and sunlight studies. The publication 
of the Sprague-Geller residence marked Gifford’s 
debut in the critically acclaimed journal Arts & 

Architecture, where it appeared opposite a Case 
Study House by Marcel Breuer. 

The neofeudal aura of the Sprague-Geller 
residence reached its zenith with a pavilion for 
the interior designer and antiques purveyor 
Yale Burge, the senior business partner of the 

It took a certain suspension of disbelief to build 
anything on Fire Island in the early sixties. Robert 
Moses, the ruthless and multi-titled director of 
New York state’s housing, transportation, and 
parks departments, had long desired a parkway to 
cross the length of the island. Such a road would 
have flattened a series of autonomous, diverse 
communities into an anonymous strip. Moses liked 
to think big, and what can only be described as a 
fetish for auto transport made him openly scornful 
of Fire Island’s small-by-design, carless ways. He 
seemed unstoppable. Early, laudable works of his, 
such as Jones Beach, shored up a base of support 
with the public, while a mastery of legislative 
chicanery unleashed a cascade of funding that only 
added to his power. Whatever reformist impulses 
had launched his career in the 1920s had long since 
FDOFL¿HG�LQWR�DQ�DUURJDQW�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�WR�UHPDNH�
New York State into an endless suburbia, traversed 
E\�DQ�LQ¿QLWH�VZLUO�RI�KLJKZD\V�DQG�EULGJHV�

³)LUH�,VODQG¶V�PRVW�KDWHG�PDQ´�¿QDOO\�PHW�
his match in the form of enraged homeowners 
who pressured Governor Nelson Rockefeller and 
Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall to desig-
nate Fire Island as a unique natural environment 
worthy of protection. 48 The eighteen communities 
dotted across the island had evolved organi-
cally, with idyllic expanses of dunes and forest 
separating many of them. The Fire Island National 
Seashore Act of 1964 permanently inscribed this 
form. The act forbid development between the 
communities and maintained the ban on cars, 
while allowing existing hamlets to build within 
their borders. Storms may have sliced through 
the island every few decades, but its population 
became emboldened to put down more ambitious 
roots with this extraordinary defeat of Robert 
Moses in 1964. Moses had finally lost a battle, 
allowing Fire Island’s most ambitious architec-
tural era to begin. 

PAGES 80–81: 
Site sketch 
for DeSwaan 
House (unbuilt), 
Bridgehampton, NY, 
1968

OPPOSITE: 
Evans-DePass House, 
Fire Island Pines, NY, 
1965

RIGHT: 
Gifford House II, Fire 
Island Pines, NY, 1965
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up-and-coming Angelo Donghia. Burge and 
his wife, Elizabeth, resided in an unassuming 
oceanfront cottage for a time, but the availability 
of the lot next door offered a unique expansion 
RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�WKHLU�\RXQJ�IDPLO\��7KH�¿UVW�JHQ-
HUDWLRQ�RI�)LUH�,VODQG�EXLOGHUV�KHHGOHVVO\�ÀDWWHQHG�
the dunes to accommodate cookie-cutter cottages. 
At the Burge Pavilion, slender, skylit towers 
soared above carefully preserved dunes, with an 
elevated bridge to connect the new structure to the 
old house. The existing workaday beach cottage 
housed two children and a nurse, while Gifford’s 
folly preserved a sphere of sybaritic style for the 
parents behind its austere shell. “Only when you 
have entered this seemingly stark stockade are you 
aware that Mr. Burge has designed a velvet lining 
for his iron glove,” noted House and Garden. 
A travertine table, thick patterned carpets, and 
DQWLTXHG�ZRRG�¿QLVKHV�FRPSOHPHQWHG�*LIIRUG¶V�
rustic walls and skylit alcoves. 

Beyond their shared business interests, 
Burge and Donghia maintained a close friendship. 
Summer afternoons were happily frittered away 
together with long lunches that alternated between 
Donghia’s bayside retreat and Burge’s towers 
by the sea. Burge’s children preferred “Uncle 
Angelo’s” home, where they could go clamming 
in the shallow bay waters. Upon Burge’s untimely 
death in 1972, Donghia purchased Burge’s folly 
and enlisted Horace Gifford to enlarge it.

Gifford’s early homes were delicately situ-
DWHG�LQWR�WKH�ODQGVFDSH��WKHLU�URRÀLQHV�DUFLQJ�MXVW�
above the trees. His tower houses were less self-
consciously beautiful and more demanding, 
echoing tumult both personal and societal. The 
gables, hips, and arcs of Gifford’s early confec-
tions gave way to a more abstract vocabulary that 
UHOLHG�H[FOXVLYHO\�XSRQ�ÀDW�DQG�VKHG�URRIV��6FDOH�
EHFDPH�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�DPELJXRXV��DV�KLV�LQÀXHQFHV�

veered toward monumental sources. Sixty years 
earlier, Frank Lloyd Wright was the celebrated 
architect of hip-roofed “Prairie” houses, but large 
commercial projects eluded him. The Larkin 
Company Administration Building, completed in 
1906, relieved Wright’s pent-up ambition, and he 
composed it with grand and austere service towers 
relieved only by a single band of decorative stone. 
A side-by-side glance at the Burge residence and 
the Larkin building reveal Gifford channeling 
Wright’s first towers, transposing them to the 
scale of the beach.

The architect realized nine homes in 1965. 
With the departure of fellow modernist Harry 
Bates to East Hampton the year before, Gifford’s 
continuing primacy in the Pines was secured. 
On summer weekends, friends gathered at the 
home he now shared with Tom Prentiss, an artist 
who found his niche as a principal illustrator 
for 6FLHQWL¿F�$PHULFDQ� An articulate polymath, 
Gifford’s partner was equally at home discoursing 
on modern music or drawing the eggs of a squid. 
To a far greater extent than Gifford, Prentiss was 
at ease in the heart of New York’s artistic and liter-
ary scene. His closest friend was the celebrated 
composer Ned Rorem, who often stayed with the 
couple in the Pines. Like Gifford, Prentiss was 
tall, blond, muscular, and handsome. He was also 
an ardent nudist. The couple presided amiably 
over cookouts and conversation, “looking like 
gods” as one reverent client recalled.50 Gifford’s 
friend Robert Berlin described the “beautiful 
people” that passed through their home. “I’m not 
talking about those boys on the beach,” he said. 
“I’m talking about Ivy League young men, both 
students and graduates, cultivated, well-spoken 
people, very different from most of the Cherry 
Grove crowd…all affable and very sociable, mostly 
XQDIIHFWHG�DQG�TXLWH�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQW�´�51 

OPPOSITE, UPPER LEFT: 
At the Meat Rack, n.d.

OPPOSITE, UPPER RIGHT: 
Local newspaper 
account of Meat Rack 
raid that ensnared 
Horace Gifford, 
August 13, 1965

OPPOSITE, BELOW: 
Map of Fire Island 
Pines, showing Meat 
Rack at its western 
edge

OPPOSITE, MIDDLE LEFT: 
+RUDFH�*LIIRUG·V�
arrest report

LEFT: 
The Mattachine 

Review, February 
1958

CENTER: 
The Mattachine 

Review, May 1959

RIGHT: 
Mattachine Society 
advertisement, n.d.
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That summer, Gifford toiled on a new beach 
house for Prentiss and himself that would tran-
scend anything he had yet created, the perfect 
shelter for a hitherto charmed life. He looked 
forward to his thirty-third birthday—a Saturday 
LQ�$XJXVW²¿WWLQJ�IRU�D�FKLOG�RI�WKH�VXQ�DQG�VDQG��
It was a celebration that would conclude with 
Gifford in handcuffs: he was arrested in the dunes 
separating the Pines and Cherry Grove, and he 
wasn’t innocent.

They called these particular dunes the Meat 
Rack. Men’s cruising areas had developed sponta-
neously in the byways of Cherry Grove throughout 
the 1940s, only settling in this particular locale as 
the development of the Pines shifted the geogra-
phy of gay life on the island.52 As clothes were shed 
under the moonlight, so, too, were the cultural 
and class divides between the two communities. 
Freedoms so fiercely denied to homosexuals 
everywhere else found their ultimate release in 
this radicalized domain.53 

However, the spoils of the sexual revolution 
exacted a dear price for the gay population of 
the Pines and Cherry Grove, since the mainland 
police department with jurisdiction over the two 
communities did not share their joie de vivre. 
Undercover agents, sometimes dressed absurdly 
and wearing perfume, entrapped and arrested 
men in raids on the Meat Rack throughout the 
1960s. Police dangled the threat of felony sod-
omy charges over anyone who challenged their 
misdemeanor arrests. Names were published 
in newspapers. Careers ground to a halt. As one 
enraged Gifford client recalled, “They would 
entrap and beat the crap out of the guys, then drag 
them down the boardwalks and corral them at the 
KDUERU�IURQW�OLNH�GHDG�¿VK�´54 

Gifford’s ten years of employment with J. 
Gordon Carr came to an end around this time, 
possibly due to his arrest. That was not the real 
problem, however. In a state where licensed pro-
fessionals had to be “of good moral character,”55 
Gifford found himself barred from obtaining his 
license to practice architecture.56 

Raids on the Meat Rack supplied easy kills 
for the Brookhaven police, generating revenue and 
political theater at the expense of disenfranchised 
citizens. The Mattachine Society, an underground 
“homophile” rights organization founded in 1951, 
came charging out of the closet during the sixties 
and took up the cause of the raids. They found an 
unlikely advocate in a conservative, cigar-smoking 
man named Benedict Vuturo, president of the 
Suffolk County Criminal Bar Association. Vuturo’s 
civil libertarian streak was offended by New York 
State’s “garbage statute” against “deviate con-
duct,” and he coveted a chance to have it declared 
unconstitutional.57 Defending twenty-seven raid 
victims in 1968, Vuturo turned in a masterful per-
formance: “The cops literally beat the bushes to 
¿QG�WKH�TXHHUV��7KH\¶UH�QRW�ERWKHULQJ�DQ\ERG\«
XQWLO�WKH�FRSV�¿QG�WKHP�LQ�WKH�EXVKHV�DQG�WKHQ�LW¶V�
the cops who are disturbing the peace.”58

With Vuturo and the Mattachine Society 
at their vanguard, Cherry Grove and the Pines 
slowly awoke from a fearful slumber to the pos-
sibility of their own political empowerment. 
Vuturo won case after case, demanding jury 
trials that exhausted the courts. By September 
1968, the Meat Rack raids came to an end. This 
victory established the notion of autonomous gay 
jurisdictions that could devise their own standards 
of conduct outside of bourgeois notions of respect-
ability. An entire class of oppressed citizens had 
¿QDOO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�EHDFKKHDG��EXW�IRU�*LIIRUG�WKH�
damage was done. For the remainder of his career, 
the accomplished “designer” would pay others to 
stamp his drawings, rather than risk reopening 
the humiliations of that cruel summer.59

In the midst of this turmoil, Gifford created 
some of his strongest work to date with a second 
series of tower houses. In these, he retained the 
VKHG�URRIHG�URRPV�EXW�SURMHFWHG�URRÀLQHV�RXW-
ward, commanding rather than retreating from 
the landscape. The DePass-Evans residence was 
delicately tethered to the landscape on its slender 
tower bases, a “space ship,” as Gifford described 
it, hovering over its earthbound neighbors.60 The 

BELOW, LEFT: 
Pines beachfront with 
Burge Pavilion in the 
foreground, ca. 1967

BELOW, RIGHT: 
Frank Lloyd Wright, 
Larkin Company 
Administration 
Building, Buffalo, NY, 
1906

OPPOSITE: 
Burge Pavilion, Fire 
Island Pines, NY, 1965
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octagon of the second Miller-Wittstein residence 
merged with the early cruciform plans to create 
D�ÀDUHG�FURVV�LQ�ERWK�SODQ�DQG�HOHYDWLRQ��7KUHH�
spacious decks facing due west, south, and east 
chased the sun. From a seated position, the solid 
GHFN�UDLO�FUHDWHG�D�¿OWHUHG��LGHDOL]HG�KRUL]RQ�OLQH�
where ocean meets sky. The central living space 
was left open, for dancing. Two living areas, a 
dining room, and a kitchen claimed the four tower 
niches. 

Gifford’s second personal residence formed 
a pinwheel of shed-roofed towers around a living 
area that exploded into voyeuristic stages for 
living. Glass doors opened wide in the public 
spaces to create a breezeway through which birds 
ÀHZ��DFKLHYLQJ�D�UHPDUNDEOH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
RSHQQHVV�RI�WKH�ÀDW�URRIHG�SXEOLF�VSDFHV�DQG�WKH�
high-waisted sentinels housing the bedrooms, 
bathroom, and kitchen. On this low-lying site, 
Gifford conjured “towers that reach out and 
grab for light.”61 As he told Newsday in 1966, 
“I planned it for sun, but when the moon goes 
around the house, it is so beautiful.”62 A shifting 
ceiling plane acted as an ever-changing foil to a 
ÀRRU�SODQ�WKDW�ZDV�FRQVLVWHQWO\�FRPSRVHG�XVLQJ�
“golden section” proportions.

With this home, Gifford perfected the transi-
tion from nature to architecture. Upon stepping 
off the common boardwalk, a leaf-strewn path 
threaded between two trees and ascended two 
exterior decks, which progressed to two interior 

PAGES 88–89: 
Sprague-Geller House, the American Home, May 
1966

TOP: 
Evans-DePass House, Fire Island Pines, NY, 1965, 
interior

ABOVE: 
Evans-DePass House, interior

LEFT: 
Evans-DePass House, floor plan

OPPOSITE: 
Evans-DePass House
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VWDJHV��DQG�FXOPLQDWHG�LQ�D�¿IWK�RXWGRRU�OHYHO�DW�
the other end of the inhabitable breezeway. This 
progression formed a multitude of spatial experi-
ences, from leaves and shade toward western 
light, treetops, and a water view. Gifford was so 
proud of this project that he sent photographs to 
Louis Kahn; his mentor replied, “Horace, you have 
created a mountain and a valley.”63 

Inside, narrow steps formed thresholds 
between public and private spaces, compress-
ing the senses before the release of the spare, 
light-filled bedrooms. Compact in plan, from 
a reclining position they were expansive. Low 
furniture exaggerated the sensation of height. The 
¿UVW�ZDNLQJ�PRPHQWV�ZLWQHVVHG�D�GDQFH�RI�OLJKW�
skimming across the high, rough-hewn spruce 
FHLOLQJ��6OLP��ÀRRU�WR�FHLOLQJ�MDORXVLH�ZLQGRZV�LQ�
the master bedroom fostered an interior focus in 
counterpoint with the extroverted public spaces. 
Wooden wall surfaces were hung with archaic 
farm implements, a column capital, and the inner 
workings of a clock. Another found object—the 
felt-and-wire innards of a piano—watched over 
the living area, in silent tribute to the musicality 
of the architecture.

 Gifford’s new home, built on the opposite 
HQG�RI�WKH�3LQHV�DV�KLV�¿UVW�KRPH�DQG�WKH�0HDW�
Rack, was designed for two but ultimately inhab-
ited by one. All was not well within the union of 
Gifford and Prentiss, and the denouement was 
particularly cruel. Prentiss did not simply leave. 
He left for one of Gifford’s clients. Her name was 
Nan Stibane Schultz.64 

PAGES 92–3: 
Gifford House II, Fire Island Pines, 
NY, 1965

OPPOSITE: 
Gifford House II

BELOW: 
Gifford House II, cross-section 
perspective 
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LEFT: 
Gifford House II, 
guestroom and 
drafting studio

OPPOSITE: 
Gifford House II, 
master bedroom
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UPPER LEFT: 
Gifford House II, kitchen

UPPER RIGHT: 
Gifford House II, floor plan, 
overlaid with golden-section 
proportions in red

LOWER LEFT: 
Piano action hung in Gifford House II

MIDDLE LEFT: 
Horace Gifford. Untitled sketch of 
piano action, 1964 

OPPOSITE: 
Gifford House II, living area




