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Architect revives a midcentury home
by 'Blonde Builder of Suburbs'
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The living room of the restored 1949 house

Architect Nate Kipnis had no intention of moving back
to Highland Park, where he grew up, when he was
downsizing with his wife, Fran, after raising their two
children in a sustainably built Evanston house that
he designed.

Then one day, on a whim, he dropped by a real estate
agent's open house at a four-bedroom home built in
1949 on Sheridan Road in Highland Park. A crowd had
come, and potential buyers were zipping through the
space. "I just stood here on the threshold of the living
room and took it all in and thought, 'Wow, everything in
here was done so right,'" Kipnis says.

Low and somewhat
blank and inscrutable
on the street side, the
house opens up inside
to embrace its ravine-
side setting. Two walls
of full-height windows

open the story-and-a-half room to the leafy outdoors;
the third wall is rough stone and contains a fireplace
while the fourth is all wood.

"It's like you're already standing outside but you just
walked in the front door," Kipnis said.

Designed in 1949 by Greta Lederer, the house is one
of a row of three she built on a knoll at the edge of a
deep ravine. Lederer, an architect and developer at a
time when a woman doing either job was a rarity, built
subdivisions in Highland Park, Glencoe and
Northbrook.

Lederer had built $10 million worth of North Shore
homes by 1957, when the Chicago Tribune dubbed
her the "Blonde Builder of suburbs." 
According to that article, the former Miss Detroit got
into building because she found the traditional-looking
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The kitchen was gutted and restored.

work of other North Shore builders "unimaginative."

On Sheridan Road at the end of the 1940s, "she was
already doing the midcentury style that most people
didn't pick up on until the 1950s," Kipnis says. The
house is a trilevel, with the main living level on the
ground, and stairs leading either half a flight up to the
bedrooms or half a flight down to the family room,
laundry and garage.

The roof sets this trilevel apart from the dozens of
houses Kipnis grew up around on the other end of
Highland Park. While the norm is to give a trilevel two
roofs—one atop the upper floor and another, lower
one atop the main floor—Lederer stretched one roof
across both components, giving the living room a high
ceiling.

"Then she opened up those tall walls below it with
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The sunroom.

windows, and that really does it," Kipnis said. "You're
living with the ravine as part of your house."

The natural materials of the other two walls
underscore the connection, including stained birch
panels on a wall separating the living and dining space
from the kitchen.

The fireplace wall, lined with rough lannon stone, has
the simple proportions of modernist design and an off-
center fireplace that would have seemed radical to the
post-war generation that grew up in Colonial and
Victorian homes.

Six days after it came on the market, the house was
under contract with the Kipnises, who bought it for
$513,000. Kipnis has since put it through extensive
renovations, which he declined to put a number on.
The kitchen got more windows and a 1950s-inspired
tile backsplash. The tiny master bedroom closet grew
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The living room

by eating up part of an adjacent bedroom. The garage
got a charging station for the couple's electric car.

A longtime proponent of green design, Kipnis
appreciates the home's passive-solar layout, with its
mostly open sides on the south and west, where sun is
most abundant.

He replaced virtually every window with better-
insulated modern versions and laid a heavy blanket of
insulation around the perimeter of the entire house
behind a new rain-screen siding system clad with
environmentally friendly cement board.

As for the interior wood and stone, "all they needed
was to be cleaned up," Kipnis says. "I told myself
these are things that Greta would do if she built it
today.”
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A Chicago Tribune article about Greta Lederer.
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