
60   SHELTER Spring/Summer 2016   ShelterTheHamptons.com ShelterTheHamptons.com   SHELTER Spring/Summer 2016   61

 THE THEME

A new crop of visionaries behind 
the latest building trend.

There is no doubt that the East End is full of beautiful houses, 

enough to provide design publications like this one with juicy con-

tent for the foreseeable future. And, the fascinating people who live 

in them are usually a big part of the story, full of anecdotes about 

how they came to occupy this particular place in their particular 

style—collaborating with designers, architects and builders to 

create their home. Now, some of those same players are taking 

inspiration from their clients’ stories and their own notion of a life 

well lived, and joining forces in new ways to offer the market fully 

realized houses that speak to a particular vision. 

While South Fork developers have done well for years with the 

large, traditional spec house that has become associated with 

this place, new buyers with a range of ideas about how they want 

to live are emerging. Whether they desire a house with a favorite 

designer’s lifestyle stamp, a stylish surf shack or a period house 

brought perfectly up to date, some of the best-known names in the 

business are stepping up to meet these individual needs, with proj-

ects that reflect their own personal style and vision. Let’s call them 

the “auteurs” of spec building. Just as a film reflects a director’s 

personal vision, so too do the new Hamptons “spec” builds reflect 

their creators’ individual styles. 

And it’s buyers who are driving the movement. “Buyers’ taste is 

definitely much more sophisticated now—there’s so much more 

exposure to design. People want something done to a very particu-

lar standard,” says Frank Newbold, Hamptons Regional Manager 

at Sotheby’s International Realty. And by “done” he means turnkey, 

often down to the flatware. They want it all now. “They can’t get 

tangled up with contractors—they want to have a cocktail party the 

day they move in.”

“BUYERS’ TASTE IS DEFINITELY MUCH MORE SOPHISTI-
CATED NOW—THERE’S SO MUCH MORE EXPOSURE TO 

DESIGN.”

An architect by training, Ed Krug has been exercising his right brain 
by building and renovating houses in East Hampton. Passionate 
about the agriculture, art and architecture that have shaped the 
East End, he serves on the Town of East Hampton Architectural 

Review Board, and on the board of the Peconic Land Trust.

THE
AUTEURS

OF SPECULATIVE 
BUILDING

COOL VIBE 

A case in point: Stephen Alton, an architect and my business part-

ner in Rennew Properties, and I felt that a certain spec homebuyer 

was looking for a stylish-but-modest (by Hamptons standards) 

vibe—something a bit cooler than the usual thing. They would want 

to spend their days paddle boarding and clamming. Environmen-

tally conscious, they would appreciate our commitment to renovat-

ing and re-using instead of tearing down. And they would want to 

move into a house where the aesthetic was firmly established from 

the rugs to the cutlery. 

In our most recent spec project we took a waterfront Northwest 

Woods contemporary with a French pavilion flair and gave it a 

clean modern twist, leaving the footprint and massing as is, in 

keeping with the scale and tone of the neighborhood. Edwina 

von Gal’s Perfect Earth Project advised us on how to make the 

harbor-front landscape nontoxic and sustainable. Elizabeth Dow 

furnished the house for the sophisticated and casual family life we 

imagined for the buyer and Ille Arts curated an art collection to the 

same aesthetic. The furnishings and art are available to purchase, 

and everything else from linens to dinner plates can be provided 

through Elizabeth Dow Home in East Hampton. Rebekah Baker at 

Sotheby’s has the listing at $2.795M.

It turns out we are not alone in following this trend, working with 

collaborators and building for a specific prospect.
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EPIC SAG HARBOR RENOVATION  

Living in one of the Hamptons’ villages is the preferred choice 

of many homebuyers, and although Sag Harbor is often at the 

top of their list, the thought of working on an older house can be 

daunting. Acclaimed designer and part-time Sag Harborite Steven 

Gambrel has removed that concern by renovating the 1853 Captain 

John Overton house, teaming with Atlanta’s Historical Concepts on 

the architecture. “I have a vision for what life in Sag Harbor should 

be,” says Gambrel, and this “somewhat irreverent” reworking and 

addition to the house is the expression of it. “Sag Harbor has a 

certain history and scale and this project is in keeping with that.” 

Gambrel’s desire to develop comes as much from a passion for 

the place as the desire to have an impact on the neighborhood. “It 

makes me happy when I drive by to know that the original joists, 

the cast iron pipes, the perfect plaster, the carefully selected wide-

plank floors and millwork are all in place.” Building a spec house is 

also an opportunity for him to perfect his craft, without the con-

straint of an actual client. “It’s almost as good as doing it for myself. 

I want to leave something that will last, and be a good example of 

what can be. The buyer will be passionate about where and how 

they live”.

The house is fully furnished in classic Gambrel style, and those 

furnishings are available for purchase. There is also a stunning col-

lection of art in place, mostly from his own collection. Is the art for 

sale? “Yes, but the day of that sale might be a painful one – for me 

and the buyer,” he jokes. The house is listed for $10.5M by Jane 

Gill and Terry Cohen of Saunders.

INSTANT CHILL BEACH HOUSE
The visionary spec home is being built for simpler lifestyles too. 

Builder Jack Luber of East Hampton’s Shell and Core is just finish-

ing a top-to-bottom renovation of a classic Napeague beach house, 

to appeal to the growing number of surf-oriented young profession-

als and families. A short block to a major surf break, the once tired 

ranch-on-stilts seemed like the perfect renovation project to Jack 

and an investor. Luber is both the designer and builder and brings 

a clean cedar-clad modernity to the house, with open interiors 

and ample outdoor space, including a rooftop deck with sweeping 

ocean views. Luber is often asked by buyers to help with furnish-

ings too. This property is listed for $1.895M with Rylan Jacka of 

Sotheby’s.

“THEY WANT IT ALL NOW. THEY CAN’T GET TANGLED UP 
WITH CONTRACTORS—THEY WANT TO HAVE A COCKTAIL 

PARTY THE DAY THEY MOVE IN.”
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EARLY MODERNIST SPIRIT
Life on the beach is also central to a project Bates Masi + Ar-

chitects has completed for a developer/client in the Amagansett 

Dunes. The presence of wetlands forced the architects to think 

about how to place the house lightly on the land, and use the very 

small building envelope to best advantage. After a lengthy permit-

ting process, the result is a sculptural two-story 600sf house with 

two bedrooms, steps to the ocean. Principal Paul Masi says, “It’s 

nice to see something that reflects the minimum requirements for 

living, rather than the maximum, and not built lot line to lot line. It’s 

wonderful to be able to preserve the land.” He feels that this house 

is in the spirit of early modernist beach houses like those of Andrew 

Geller. “In those days it was really about experiencing the beach to 

its fullest potential and being outdoors with your neighbors, not be-

ing alone in a compound.” Rylan Jacka at Sotheby’s has the listing 

for $1.495M.

MODERN FAMILIES
A vision of community plays out too in Modern Green Home’s 

Three Sisters Lane in Amagansett. The triple-unit development 

evokes the many charming private lanes and ‘associations’ 

throughout the east end. “We jumped at the opportunity to cre-

ate our ‘own’ neighborhood, as it would afford the design team at 

MGH the ability to create a new standard for the spec world,” says 

principal Peter Sabbeth. “We created our own neighbors.”  The 

“new traditional” architecture of the three homes plays on familiar 

shapes, but with added modern detail. The buyers will be families 

who appreciate the proximity to village and beach, and a neigh-

borly balance between community and privacy. Represented by 

Melissa Green of Saunders, the homes range in price from $4.5M 

to $5.25M.

“SOME OF THE BEST-KNOWN NAMES IN THE BUSINESS 
ARE STEPPING UP TO MEET THESE INDIVIDUAL NEEDS.”
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SEAMLESS SUSTAINABILITY
ModernNetZero’s Marc Clejan likens his firm’s vision of moving 

home technology and sustainability into the future to that of Tesla. 

“It’s all about livability and comfort and the seamless integration 

of sustainable technology,” he says. “Home owners don’t need to 

understand the technology that allows for zero outside energy con-

sumption in a luxurious 6,000sf home.” Clejan knows this firsthand 

after having lived with his family in one of the home models he is 

speculatively developing. “I wanted to be sure these homes would 

live up to the claims we were making.” He was almost giddy with 

pride in announcing his family’s joyous yearlong experiment. “We 

loved it! The overabundance of natural light, the air was never dry, 

and it was quiet without a traditional HVAC system rattling around 

behind the walls.” Two ModernNetZero models are available at the 

$2.5M and $4M price range.

ULTIMATE LUXURY
And finally, the ultra-luxury spec house is still very much in evi-

dence in the Hamptons, although increasingly they are unique 

expressions of their builder, and not just a collection of the usual 

lives-of-the-rich-and-famous finishes and amenities. “I don’t build 

any home I wouldn’t want to live in myself,” says builder Jay Bi-

alsky of J Bialsky Premiere Design & Development, who is devel-

oping a modern waterfront manse in Southampton, working with 

architect Blaze Makoid. The $32.995M structure features walls of 

glass, numerous terraces and decking and a series of “green roofs” 

designed by landscape architects LaGuardia Design that tie the 

house to the surrounding natural vegetation. The 11,000sf, 7-bed-

room, 7.5-bath beach house sits on 2.8 acres directly fronting 

Sayers Pond  with views to the ocean and is co-represented by 

Zachary and Cody Vichinsky of Bespoke Real Estate and Carol 

Nobbs and Erica Grossman of Douglas Elliman. “It’s great quality 

construction on a great piece of land,” says Bialsky. “It’s definitely 

something that will make sophisticated buyers sit up and take 

notice.”“THE ULTRA-LUXURY SPEC HOUSE IS STILL VERY MUCH 
IN EVIDENCE, THOUGH INCREASINGLY THEY ARE UNIQUE 

EXPRESSIONS OF THEIR BUILDER, AND NOT JUST A 
COLLECTION OF THE USUAL LIVES-OF-THE-RICH-AND-

FAMOUS FINISHES AND AMENITIES.”


