Splendor in the City

While Tony Bennett was leaving his heart in San Francisco, people were just plain leaving Detroit. More than40 years later, one family leaves the “City by the Bay” for a home in Lafayette Park.

By Taryn Bickley

When a family moves from the picturesque streets of San Francisco to Detroit—a city known more for it’s neglected neighborhoods and abandoned skyscrapers—the idea might seem ridiculous to some. When the family is one of Detroit’s staunchest supporters—vocal and spirited in propelling the city past its prejudices—you begin to understand why.

Jim Griffioen, Sara Woodward, and their daughter Penelope are one such family. After four years amid the bustle of their borrowed cosmopolitan home in California, the couple—both natives of western Michigan—decided to leave their West Coast lives behind in 2006.

“For us, there was simply no other choice,” Griffioen says. “We’re city people and Detroit is a beautiful city.” 

The couple, whose rent for their 500-square-foot California home was nearly twice the price of their current mortgage, settled on historic Lafayette Park—an area, Griffioen says, packed with history, beauty and an urban consciousness associated with the city’s Postwar architecture. 

“We were attracted to Lafayette Park because it was a place built with a purpose,” he says. From the architecture and landscaping to the cooperative structure of property ownership, everything, to Griffioen,  “seemed perfectly in synch.” Lafayette Park, he says, is like any good neighborhood: It aspires to be “safe, friendly, diverse, and undeniably beautiful. It's like a living work of art.”

The world’s largest concentration of buildings designed by celebrated architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, the Lafayette Park development was completed in 1960. The 17 two-story townhomes—each identical in layout and structure—contain 1,500 square feet of classic Miesian design: steel skeleton frames, aluminum and glass skins, and spacious, open interiors.

“We wanted our unit to reflect our taste the same way everyone else's unit seemed to reflect theirs,” Griffioen says. “I didn't want to get hung up with some Loosian or Miesian philosophy. I do love the clean look of minimalism and modern furniture, but Sara loves lots of color and has more eclectic taste.” 

Cultivating their own style with a hodgepodge of vintage furnishings and accessories— including Steelcase chairs bought for a dollar each, and original George Nelson lamps—the goal was to use the space efficiently, albeit personally. 

“We only have 1,500 square feet, which I think is plenty, Woodward says. “But it means that everything has to be functional.”

And functionality is only one of the home’s many charms. Woodward’s favorite room is the master bedroom, a space she appreciates most for its windows. 

“From the platform bed, you wake up looking right into this huge canopy of leaves,” she says. “It's like sleeping in a tree house.”

Perhaps it’s the past—or the promise of the future. Either way it’s a place entirely its own. 

Modern Living

From the 15th floor of the towers to the townhouses below, Lafayette Park’s modernist design and serene setting offers a tight knit community—and rooms with a view.

By Taryn Bickley

Name: Joe Posch

Occupation: Owner of Mezzanine

Lafayette Towers: I checked out the Towers because of the Mies van der Rohe pedigree, but I moved in because of the view.

The community: It’s a mature, modern environment that’s remained intact over the years.  Especially in the evening, I walk through the park or look out my window, and I can't believe I live in such a thoroughly modern place.

The décor: I wasn't so much vying for the original aesthetic in terms of period, but I was trying to take advantage of the minimalist vision. I wanted to keep the space oriented toward the phenomenal view, which has been entirely entertaining.

Detroit’s future: I don't see Detroit getting that gangbusters kind of gentrification that we've seen in New York or Chicago, but I definitely see it evolving in great ways. I think the central business district will be a real hub of activity, with loft ownership (vs. rentals) being a key factor in the increased vibrancy. Midtown will probably be one of the greatest spots in the metro area to live, with neighborhoods like Corktown and Lafayette Park being sought-after addresses, partly because of their proximity to downtown. 

Noah Resnick & Melissa Dittmer

Occupation: Melissa: Resnick—architect, and professor of architecture and urbanism; Dittmer—architect and urban designer.

Occupancy: Since August 2006 
Lafayette Park townhouses: We believe in modern, urban living, both architecturally and philosophically, and Detroit is one of the only cities in the country that can offer this type of residential setting so close to downtown. Lafayette Park has the density and tight-knit community that we [wanted] in an urban neighborhood, surrounded by the serenity and natural beauty, which reflects the regional and rural landscape. 

The community: It proves that the social and design principles that form the fundamental tenets of the modernist movement can lead to a highly successful urban residential community in an American city.

The décor: One of the most notable aspects of Mies van der Rohe’s architecture is the flexibility of his interiors and the so-called ‘universal space.’ The simplicity of the architecture provides an equally appropriate setting for modernist, contemporary, or traditional pieces of furniture and art. Our playfulness with the shades of green was an attempt to bring the park into our living room.  We wanted to…bring some of the exterior beauty inside.

Detroit’s future: We moved to Detroit because we believe it’s in a period of regrowth.  In five years, the number of young professionals, artists, students, and families moving into the city will have grown exponentially, and developers will look to Lafayette Park as a model for urban residential development.

