
The Green Scale: Solving a
composting problem K6
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Check It Off: 
Grow some
new garden
skills K5

By Joanne Furio
SPECIAL TO THE CHRONICLE

Experimental homes of the 1970s bring to mind funky
shapes, a predilection for wood, stone and earth tones and,
sometimes, a homeowner’s idiosyncratic vision that doesn’t
translate into a salable house today. For those, it takes a par-
ticular type of buyer to see through the home’s period quirks
to its redeeming qualities.

And so it was for Charles and Jane Long, who discovered a
late-’70s house in the Oakland hills a little over two years ago.

DESIGN DILEMMAS

Gandhi once said, “To
forget how to dig the earth
and to tend the soil is to
forget ourselves,” to which
I reply, Mahatma, does
your philosophy factor in
the sprout? 

As a born city dweller, I
harbored romantic notions
of the gardener. He rejoiced
in plunging his hands deep
into sun-warmed soil,
coaxing seeds into beauti-
ful plants, becoming one
with the earth. Of course

this vision made plant
work seem untouchable,
scary, backbreaking, to say
nothing of requiring a huge
commitment. 

Then I met the broccoli
sprout, which, along with
its other sprout cousins,
grows from seed to edible
snack in about five days,
with the help of nothing
but some water and a ma-
son jar. 

I’d seen a handful of
alfalfa sprouts sneak onto a

sandwich time and again,
but didn’t much care for
them. My patient tutor,
Master Gardener Fred
Bové, informed me that
there are sprouts beyond
the alfalfa, which, thank-
fully, he also doesn’t enjoy.
(“They taste like lawn, and
bring me back to college
dorm sandwiches,” he
said.) 

One day in our office
conference room, he in- Erick Wong / The Chronicle

Radishes, left, alfalfa and broccoli go from seed to sprout in about five days. 
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Low on soil? Spring for sprouts

Garden continues on K2

Funky to
fabulous
Iconoclastic ’70s home becomes
modern showpiece in Oakland hills

Remodel continues on K4
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The couple had moved to the
region from Reno after Jane, a
geoengineer, landed a position
at Lawrence Livermore Nation-
al Laboratory, where she devel-
ops strategies for dealing with
climate change. (Charles Long
is now acting city manager of
Hercules.) The Longs were
renting in Berkeley and looking
to buy a house with the wide-
open spaces they love when
they found a 2,500-square-foot
house “so iconoclastic,” says
Jane, “it was going to have trou-
ble selling.”

Reflecting one of the home-
owners’ interest in ships, the
house had numerous nautical
touches, including a hatch you
had to climb through in order
to enter a room, and lots of
small rooms and winding, dark
hallways.

Adding to that was the un-
usual layout: only one bedroom
and the kitchen, living and
dining rooms on the third floor,
to take advantage of incredible
hill and valley views to the east.
The piece de resistance, howev-
er, was an 18-foot circular fire-
place, covered in Italian stone,
at the center of an octagonal
living room. Because the room
was a split-level, only the lower
half had access to the easterly
vistas. 

Envisioning the potential for
bigger and better vistas — and
because the 2.5-acre lot, one of
the first parcels to be developed
in the neighborhood, abutted
the Huckleberry Botanic Re-
gional Preserve — the Longs
placed an offer on a Monday
after seeing the house on Satur-
day. 

Challenge for architects
To help select an architect,

the couple held their own in-
formal design competition.
OXB Studio Architects in Mill
Valley was ultimately chosen
because the partners, Ted Bon-
neau and Chad Stith, wanted to
keep more of the home’s exist-
ing bones and the unusual
octagonal room. 

“When I first saw the pic-
tures of the living room, I said,
‘Cool!’ ” says Bonneau, initially
smitten by the home’s period
appeal. Jane’s reaction, howev-

er, was a cautionary “Wait till
you get here.” 

In addition to the living
room’s eccentricities, the home
had problematic additions,
including one that was un-
heated, and rotting decks and
infrastructure. So the year-
and-a-half renovation involved
peeling the house down to its
studs, changing all but one of
the window openings, tearing
down all but two interior walls,
adding new exterior finishes
and reconfiguring the entire
space. In all, about 800 square
feet were added.

“The major challenge,” says
Stith, “was to keep as much of
the original building envelope
and structure as we could.” 

Once the interior walls came
down, “we just found trea-
sures,” says Long. “The house
had all these views of the bay
that had been completely
closed off.” Once a closet was
removed in the master bed-
room, for example, views of
San Francisco Bay to the west
were revealed; the room previ-
ously overlooked only the

wooded hills to the east. Some
interior portions of the house
that did not have views were
turned into closets. 

Despite all its problems, the
26-by-26-foot octagonal room
was tackled first because it was
obvious to the architects what
needed to be done. Instead of a
separate kitchen and formal
living and dining rooms, the
Longs wanted a singular great
room, so a wall that separated
the kitchen and the living room
came down. The floors were
made uniform so the entire
room could take advantage of
the hillside views.

To further open up and unify
the space, the fireplace also
came down, but to keep the roof
standing, a compression ring
was inserted where the fire-
place had joined the ceiling,
allowing for an oculus that now
floods the room with light.
Eight-foot-tall sliding doors
provided more generous views
and access to the outdoors on
decks that previously did not
exist. A new fireplace was
placed on a northern wall, not
in stone but concrete, giving the
room a more minimalist look.

Sustainable materials
Many of the improvements

and materials reflect Long’s
interest in sustainability. The

new roof, for example, is zinc,
treasured for its recyclable and
noncorrosive qualities. Clere-
story windows were installed
on the third floor, so when the
windows are open in warmer
months, air from the lower
levels travels up and naturally
cools the upper floors. Low-
VOC (volatile organic com-
pounds) paint and energy-
efficient windows were used
throughout. 

The living-area floors are
Brazilian cherry, chosen for its
ability to tolerate the radiant
heat, another sustainable
choice. The second level, which
contains the master bedroom
and husband-and-wife studies,
has slate floors, and sustainable
cork covers the first floor,
which contains two guest bed-
rooms and a bath. The reddish
shade of the wood, plus the
greens, gray and black of the
marble and tile, became the
interior color scheme, inspired
by the native manzanita shrubs
so abundant in the hilly neigh-
borhood.

“One of the things we
worked on was minimizing the
number of materials and re-
peating them throughout the
house,” says Long. “We think
the house is really about the
outside. We didn’t want the
interior materials to compete

with the outdoors.”
Nor does the new exterior

compete with the dramatic
setting. “Jane and Charlie were
adamant that while they want-
ed a house with a modern sen-
sibility, they did not want a
‘white box’ that was at odds
with its surroundings,” Bon-
neau says. 

The original exterior — stuc-
co with inlaid wood boards and
a wood shake roof — was re-
placed by board-form concrete,
steel trowel stucco with an
integral, warm gray-beige color
and ipe wood siding. Instead of
a sole geometric shape, the
home is a dynamic assemblage
of forms that nestle into the
hillside, with varying rooflines
that create additional interest. 

Wishing to put her own
imprint on the house — al-
though none so eccentric as to
deter future home buyers —
Jane painted a manzanita
branch on a cabinet door in the
master bath and stained the
living room fireplace, a process
that involved five layers of col-
or, creating a coal-colored fin-
ish. She even made good use of
that groovy old fireplace: Its
stones are now part of an out-
door path. 

E-mail comments to
home@sfchronicle.com.

Mariko Reed

With a wall removed, the kitchen now flows freely into the octagonal living room in Charles and Jane Long’s Oakland hills home.

Home’s eccentricities become assets
Remodel from page K1

Mike Kepka / The
Chronicle 2010

Far left: Large
windows in the
Longs’ Oakland
hills home offer
sweeping views
toward Mount
Diablo. 

Left: The stucco
and ipe wood
exterior of the
house is an
assemblage of
forms nestled
into the hillside.

Design
OXB Studio Architects, 
Mill Valley; (415) 383-9001.
www.oxbstudio.com.
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OXB Studio Architects

Above: Ted Bonneau and Chad Stith (right) of OXB Studio Architects in the
remodeled home of Jane Long (left). At right: The octagonal living room’s
central fireplace was replaced by an oculus to let in light.
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