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INSIDE STORY

Let There Be Light

R . ; it )
enovating this 1730s home to maximize natural light took time and perseverance, thanks to its historic designation

By Nancy KeaTes

tepping inside the small,

stone New Jersey farm-

house—built in 1734, be-

fore the U.S. was the U.S.—
felt like going back hundreds of
years in time.

That’s exactly why the Teaneck
property appealed to Clement
Huyghebaert, 38, a startup co-
founder from Brussels, and his
‘wife, Dr. Eleonora Spinazzi, 36, a
neurosurgeon who spent her
childhood in Milan, Italy.

“We grew up around these old
houses,” says Huyghebaert, who
came to the U.S. for college at Co-
lumbia University. It felt like
home.”

The house, one of the country’s
earliest examples of Jersey Dutch-
style architecture, is on the Na-

. tional Register of Historic Places.
More recently, it was occupied for
17 years by a Buddhist monk from
Korea who operated a temple
there.

Despite the charm, the home
needed work. “I loved it, but I felt
like we couldn'’t live in it because
it was so dark,” says Spinazzi. Af-
ter buying the property for $1
‘million in May 2022, the couple
set off on a $426,000 interior ren-
ovation that aimed to preserve
the building’s character while cre-
ating functional spaces and maxi-
mizing natural light. It wasn’t an 7
easy process: Any alterations im- = ;
pacting the exterior require the n the original portion of the house, part of a stone wall was replaced with a large glass window and french doors to provide light and views.
approval of the seven members of 7

RENOVATION COST

426,000

2 bedrooms, 3,225 sq. ft.
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grown tired of mowing the grass
and thought the property would be
more valuable for their children if
other homes could be built there.
They proposed preserving the cx
Isting house and subdividing the
land to allow two additional

quirements, cause trafie-flow fs-
sues and have a negative impact
on nq.mm properties.

Wanting to move to New Mex-

up for sale in September 2021,

laire, who was showing the
house to prospective buyers, says.
there was a lot of interest, mostly
due to its large lot sm. but every-
one wanted to make drastic
changes to the hause.

‘Then Huyghebacrt and Spinazzl
showed up. “1 liked them immedi-
ately,” Claire says. “They weren't
talking about knocking the house

down or making it bigger” She
says she loves their renovation.

At the time, Huyghebaert and
Spinazzi were living in a tiny
apartment in New York City, where
Spinazzi was doing her neurosur-
gery residency at Columbia and
Huyghebaert was working in engl-
neering at BuzzFeed; he has since
Joined a startup incubator in 2023
and commutes to the city one day
a week. They wanted somewhere
With a yard for their Great Danes;
they currently have four.

When the couple bought the

tion in 1787. The original beams
nnd thick walls reminded Spinazzi

Alps when she was growing up,
she says. After her family moved
to Princeton, N.J., when she was.

‘IUs harder and harder for us to get our |

Several small rooms on the second
floor were removed to create an
office, reading nook. bedroom,
bathroom and dressing room.

ips listorccommisson men-

S0 much that they voted in
Novomber 023 10 postpone a
vote until they'd had more time to
think it over, says chairman Mike
Norris. Even though the proposed
changes were at the rear of the
house, they were concerned that
they would stil be visible from
the adjoining Hackensack River
Greenway and the river. “l would
have voted no at the time and 1
think the others would have too,”
Norris says.

The architects came back with
four alternative plans. The one
that struck a chord with the com
mission proposed using a French
£lass door instead of the sliding-
8lass door, and installing folding
wWooden shutters over two fixed-
glass panels. They also proposed
installing the folding shutters on
the home’s remaining vindows.

The architects argued that the
house originally had shutters,
showing a 1938 photo of the front
ko cilitnce

mmission approved the
pl.m n January 2023 105 hrder
and harder for us to get our his-
toric homes bought by people

storic hom

bought by people who want to try to keep it as it was?

as a third bedroom.

‘They added millwork to create
continuity between the historic

nry and timber and the new

walls. A modern steel stairway is
cantilevered off the side wall so
the stairs appear to be floating.
Using metal helped demarcate the
new from the old, says Fuller. “Its
a way 10 express change, using a
‘material that feels complimentary
0

15, she remembers feeling that the
houses there were trying to look
old but weren't authentic—they
were much too large and made
from flimsier materials.

But the couple wanted to up-
date the home’s interiors and
open up the space. A cavelike Liv-
ing room, in particular, was small
with low ceilings, heavy beams.
and a massive stone fireplace.

hired architects Emma Fuller
and Michael Overby of New York-
based Fuller/Overby Architecture.

“We the
house but we also wanted to make
sure we didn’t c.han:e the aesthet-
ics,” Spil

‘The first pl.ln the architects put
together called for removing two
windows, a door and part of the.
stone wall from the original por-
tion of the house, and installing a
large glass window and sliding
door to provide light and views of
the trees and river outside.

‘The plan startled the town-

BEFORE

who want to try to keep it as it
was." says Norris. “We were
grateful they took on the home.”
Fuller and Overby removed an
entire portion of the third floor to
create the double-height stair hall,
exposing hidden beams. On the
second floor, they got rid of some
small rooms and made an office, a
reading nook, and an intercon-
nected main bedroom, bathroom
and dressing room. The house
now has two bedrooms and a
dressing room that could be used

A window and
french doors.
right, provide
views of the
trees and river
outside. Below
right, a modern
steel stairway
appears to

loat.

n
oniginal structure.’

At the top of those stairs, a
thirdincor atfe was uried o«

ripping out layers of additions, a
process that required studying the
matenals and original lines.
Spinazzi compares the process.

of installing the new glass win-
dows in the old living room to a

of surgery she’s trained in,
where part of the skull is removed
to relieve pressure on the brain
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after an injury.

‘While the surgery must be per
formed quickly to save the pa-
tient’s lfe, the reconstruction re-
quires precision to insert an
lmphnl restoring the

ST betors mha i s

aimed to create a near-exact rep-
lica, preserving the patient's origi-
nal appearance.

1t has instilled in me a deep
respect for agsthetics and the pro-
tection of each person’s unique
identity,” she says.
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