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An architect’s Rhode Island escape
honors its seaside setting.
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ERNARD WHARTON GREW UP on the
water, so he knows waterfront homes
should be considered from offshore, not
from the driveway. And so when the architect
decided to build an escape of his own on Narragansett Bay, he didn’t build it parallel to the shore
like every other house in his cove. Instead, he built
it perpendicular to the water. “You don’t see the
house until you reach the end of the driveway.
Even then, the façade deflects your view beyond,”
says Wharton. “I didn’t want to overburden the
site. It’s all about the water.”
Located on seven acres in historic
Jamestown, Rhode Island, the two-story, 3,800square-foot home has a commanding presence.
Its elevation, about 90 feet off the water, maximizes a panorama of the bay. The waterscape is
framed by windows in all three bedrooms, including one with a spectacular view of the Newport
Bridge. With two additional sleeping niches, the
house sleeps ten.
Wharton and his wife, Jennifer Walsh, a photographer, spend nearly every weekend here, sailing as often as weather permits.
The house’s massive double front door is
arresting. Two, four-inch-thick, 4 ft. by 8 ft. wooden doors are dominated by black crosses that
extend across their full width and height. Surrounded by glass on three sides, the doors swing
wide when opened. “When people first see the
doors, they think we are deeply religious but
we’re not,” says Wharton. “I just like the shape of
crosses. The imagery harkens back to traditional
values, setting you up to see what’s inside. Enter

and you are released. To me it is a celebration of
design and being thoughtful about the purpose
of a front door.”
Across the threshold, visitors pass through a
series of layers: a great room, and then a gallery
where a large plate-glass window at the far end
draws you through to the water. The great room
is cozy for family living yet large enough for entertaining many guests. A second first-floor gallery
has slanted walls designed specifically to exhibit

The massive black crosses on the door of Bernard Wharton’s vacation home in Jamestown, Rhode Island, express his love of shapes
more than piety. The architect designed the entire house to capitalize on its views of the ocean–and vice versa.
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This house on Conanicut Island takes full advantage of its views on Narragansett Bay and out to Rhode Island Sound. Inside, Douglas Fir
beams and other varnished trim evoke the owner’s interest in all things nautical–but without overdoing it.

the couple’s six Ansel Adams photographs.
Upstairs, bedrooms radiate from a gallery lined
with interior-lit bookcases. The space is open, yet
with a library’s warmth.
Throughout, the interior is eclectic, geared
toward the homeowners’ interests in history and
the natural environment. Wharton loves boats and
ships as much as art and architecture. In the great
room is a glass case containing a 4.5-foot-long
shipbuilder’s model of the Lady Blanche. Built in
England at the turn of the last century, she was the
largest steam yacht owned by a woman at that
time. Overhead loom Douglas Fir beams and
hackmatack ship’s knees. “It feels nautical, but not
below-the-decks-in-a-galleon,” the owner says.
A large stone fireplace does not include a
mantel because the architect believes one’s focus
should be on the flames. What’s important, he
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says, is how the stone captures the fire. Light and
shadow are important to Wharton because they
amplify details. Shadows create depth of field, so
a building undulates, rather than appearing flat.
At dusk, this home glows from within; in daylight,
overhangs create shade on the porch and comfort
inside. The exterior is black and dark green so it
recedes into the site.
“It changes from season to season and
through the day,” says Wharton. “From a functional
standpoint, this house will stand the test of time.
It is built with simple materials, a good old wood
roof with shingle sidewalls and body, and with
stone. I’m always concerned with how houses will
look as ruins and how they will impact society. If
this house is taken care of, it will be beautiful, like
great old churches in Europe, but if not, the materials we used will go back into the earth.”
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