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The Fabulous Fifties Find a Home
by Blythe Thimsen photos by Alan Bisson

The spacious lot was one of the most appealing aspects of this home for owners Bill and Mary Lynn Coleman. From the 
front, the house looks smaller than it is once you get inside and see the two wings which were added on to the back of the 

house. One thing that did not change was the classic white and black exterior. 
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IF Asked TO reCALL The hIghLIghTs OF ArChITeCTurAL hIsTOry, There Are sOMe OBvIOus ChOICes ThAT wOuLd juMp OuT 
at you. The gothic architecture of churches throughout europe retains its beauty to this day. The intricate details of victorian style 
architecture dots the city of san Francisco and can be found in homes and landmarks across the country. Colonial revival styles 
remain a constant classic, and the Craftsman and Bungalow styles are both often sought after for their cozy appeal. One style you 
don’t often see people trying to reproduce, though, is the 1950s.
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The focal point of the living room is the glass-bead fireplace. selecting furniture and lamps with sleek lines invokes the minimalist feel of the 1950s 
while adding  an elegant twist. 
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enter Bill and Mary Lynn Coleman. The 
Colemans recently purchased, refurbished 
and remodeled a classic 1950s house, turn-
ing it into an elegant and tastefully designed 
home that is classic and modern all in one. 
They were visionaries who looked to the 
past to build their future.  

“everyone usually wants to take the 1950’s 
look out of their home,” says don Conner of 
Conner Construction, who was responsible 
for the remodeling and construction on 
the home. Though the 1950s style was not 
one that Conner may have selected himself, 
he listened to Bill and Mary Lynn’s vision 
and saw the potential. “Instead of trying to 
talk people out of what they want, I listen,” 
he says. “Clients want someone who will 
listen.” By listening to each other’s ideas, 
as well as those of designer Loa johnson, 
a picture began to come together which 
would bring to light the untapped glamour 
of the 1950’s style while creating a comfort-
able and elegant home for the Colemans. 
Bill and Mary Lynn were prepared for the 
adventure, excited about adding a new 
home style to the list of homes they had 
shared during their life together. 

The Colemans originally moved to 
spokane in 1981, purchasing a house on 
jefferson street on spokane’s south hill. 
having met at age 15 while at music camp, 
both Bill and Mary Lynn were from Missouri. 
Bill grew up on a farm with a lot of space 
around him, so being confined to a small 
lot, he missed the open space. The desire 
for more space led them to look for houses 
with property. They found a beautiful home 
located out on Indian Bluff road, on the 
north side of town. The previous owners of 
the home had also owned a fishing lodge in 
Alaska called rainbow king Lodge, where 
they spent half of their time, and the other 
half was spent in spokane. Their house, 
which was a 10,000 square-foot lodge style 
home sat on 30 acres of land – enough 
space to make Bill and Mary Lynn feel right 
at home. They moved from the south hill 
out north, onto the large property, and they 
spent the next 20 years there, loving life and 
raising their two children. 

“we loved it, we enjoyed it thoroughly,” 
says Mary Lynn of their home out north. 
After their children were grown, though, 
she says they “looked at one another in 
this 10,000 square-foot home and realized 
it was more than we needed.” In addition 
to the extra space they had on their hands, 
they realized a home with that much land 
comes with added stresses. wildfire sea-
son was one. Mary Lynn remembers one 
summer when a fire truck sat parked on 
their front lawn, as wild fires approached 
from different directions. “There are extra 
concerns and complications of a home out 
in the country,” she says. “you have to deal 
with having a well and the septic system.”

ready to say goodbye to those burdens, 
and knowing they were ready to downsize, 
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they set out looking for something new. 
They had always admired ranchers because 
of the open, roomy floor plans. They also 
wanted something with a substantial yard 
and plenty of outdoor space. “Outside space 
was as important to us as indoor space,” 
says Mary Lynn. They decided to look at 
houses back on the south hill. 

One saturday, they were watching one 
of their favorite television shows, America’s 
Test Kitchen, and saw a great recipe for 

ribs. It was Labor day weekend, and they 
decided it would be fun to make the ribs for 
dinner. After stopping to look at a house on 
the south hill, they headed toward egger’s 
Meats. usually they would be coming from 
a different direction and never would have 
taken the road that they did that day, but 
it was a good move. Traveling on this new 
road, they saw a For sale by Owner sign. 
“Immediately we stopped, almost getting 
whiplash,” says Mary Lynn. she and Bill 

knew they were interested in the house, but 
they also knew it wouldn’t last long because 
it was in a great location, had almost an acre 
of land and was a beautiful home. knowing 
time was of the essence, they called the 
number on the sign. The house was owned 
by a woman who also owned an orchard 
in Chelan and wanted to move there full 
time. In fact, the day Bill and Mary Lynn 
saw the house, she was up at the orchard, 
and when she checked her phone, she had 

The dining room, located on the other side of the living room fireplace, is smaller than dining rooms found in new construction. This small, yet 
comfortably-sized room is typical of 1950’s era construction. 
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multiple messages from Mary Lynn. “I think 
she thought I was a stalker,” says Mary Lynn. 
“I called her between five and ten times 
within the first two hours.”

The persistence paid off. “we saw the 
house on saturday and loved it, but worried 
it was small and cramped,” especially after 
being in such a large home, says Mary Lynn. 
wanting the opinions of some “experts,” Bill 
and Mary Lynn called Bud and Loa johnson, 
the builder and designer of the house they 
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while 1950’s-style homes didn’t have deluxe master bathrooms, Bill and Mary Lynn wisely deviated from the style of the era in this one room, by adding 
a generous sized bathroom. Mary Lynn loved the look of the Blue Bahia granite, which had to be custom ordered because it is such a rare find.
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had purchased on the north side of town 
and lived in for over 20 years. A husband 
and wife team, the johnsons knew a thing 
or two about homes. Bud was a long-time 
homebuilder in the spokane area, and Loa 
was a designer that had helped him with 
the design of the houses, as well as helping 
the clients find their vision. “Bud said buy it, 
at least for the land,” says Mary Lynn of the 
advice they received. The house sat on an 
entire acre, which is a rare find in a neigh-
borhood setting, and allowed them to still 
have space around them. Furthering their 
sense of open space is the fact that their 
home looks out onto the wooded field, 
which edges a golf course across the street.

with assurance they would still have plen-
ty of land around them, Bill and Mary Lynn 
decided to buy the house, knowing they 
would have the guidance of Bud and Loa to 
help them create their perfect home. 

One suggestion they received from sev-
eral people was to keep the white and black 
exterior of the home. “we wanted to keep 
the black and white look,” says Mary Lynn. 
“That was the most important thing for us; 
keeping the spirit of the house and to honor 
the feel of the 1950s.”

“we really took everything,” says Mary 
Lynn, of their remodeling approach on the 
house. “The only thing that stayed the same 
was the big grandchildren’s playroom. 
everything else we tore into. everything 
went away. The old kitchen cupboards went 
into the shop, which we redid, and we put 
in Internet access and phone lines. we fig-
ured as long as we were tearing it up, we 
might as well do it.” They realized that if 
they were ever to sell the home, having a 
fully-equipped shop in the back would be 
a great addition, allowing someone to have 
an office from which to work, just steps 
from their house. 

One of the first steps on the massive 
remodel was to decide on a floor plan. The 
Colemans kept in mind something Conner 
pointed out to them: It is important to 
think of the flow of the house. “did they 
want formal placement of the furniture, or 
a formal feel to the house? As you notice in 
this house, the bedrooms are on one side 
and the entertaining areas are on the other 
side,” says Conner. “design is reflective of 
how houses were built in the 1950s.” while 
construction nowadays often has several 
levels, in the 1950s, when space was more 
available, people tended to build out on 
their land, rather than up, resulting in the 
sprawling rancher type of homes. 

“One of the more challenging things was 
that we started in November and wanted to 
vault the ceilings, but we didn’t want to tear 
the roof off in winter weather,” says Conner. 
In order to accomplish the task, and not 
freeze with a roofless project, he brought 
the eight-foot tresses in through the slid-
ing doors and raised them up, directly into 
place.
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“Loa had the idea for the vaulted ceiling 
in the living room,” says Mary Lynn of her 
designer. she also had another suggestion 
for extending the footprint of the house. 
“she said, ‘you have such a huge backyard, 
why don’t you take the ends of the house 
back to create a courtyard?’ her ideas are 
always great.” 

The original footprint of the house made 

a shallow u-shape, with the living room and 
dining room running the length of the 
front, and the kitchen extending partially 
back on the left side of the house, while 
two bedrooms and a bathroom were on a 
short wing on the right side of the house. By 
taking each short wing back into the ample 
space of the backyard, extended wings 
were built, creating a deep u-shape to the 

house, and bringing more living space to 
the previously modest sized home. 

The skinny brick used on the exterior of 
the home is known as roman Brick, and it 
is extremely difficult to find. when the two 
back wings were added, finding the correct 
brick seemed like a daunting task; however, 
by persevering, they were able to create a 
seamless transition from the original por-

The use of box-window valances, a custom-fit bedspread and small pillows, along with the clean lines of the furniture, are all 1950’s-styles, but the use of 
modern prints and bold colors gives it an updated feel. “I wanted one fun, colored wall,” says Mary Lynn of this guest room. 
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tion of the home to the newer wings. The 
untrained eye would not be able to tell 
where one portion ended and the other 
began.  

For the added wing that housed the 
kitchen and newly built family room, Bill 
and Mary Lynn followed Loa’s lead from the 
living room ceiling, and vaulted the ceil-
ing above the kitchen and family room. “It 
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needed the high ceilings,” says Mary Lynn of 
the space they created. They found that by 
raising the ceiling just a few feet they were 
able to make the room feel much more spa-
cious and open, which makes the overall 
home feel large. 

“At the other house we had peach and 
green everywhere, and I was peach-and-
greened-out,” says Mary Lynn. when it 

came to picking the color scheme for their 
new home, she knew for sure she wanted 
something different and it was not allowed 
to contain green or peach. “Bill loves blue,” 
she says, so that became the dominant 
color in the new house. with that in mind, 
they looked for a blue that could be car-
ried throughout the house, deciding on 
a gentle, light blue that is accented with 

darker blue walls, and blends well with the 
fabric choices used in the living room and 
dining rooms. It cloaks the room in color, 
yet doesn’t overwhelm it. 

The cool blue color greets guests as soon 
as they step into the small foyer, which 
opens immediately into the living room. 
Two high-back, curved, blue couches face 
each other in the long living room. At the far 

“For the master bedroom we really wanted to have a warmth to it, but also a 1950’s formality and stately look to it,” says Mary Lynn. “That’s 
why we selected the furniture we did, and went with the big, heavy valances on the draperies.”
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end of the couches, in front of the fireplace, 
is a long red leather bench that doubles 
as an extra couch. red is also found in the 
throw pillows on the couches and bench. 
The room is a cool blue, with the blazing 
red right near the fireplace. It is a visual 
representation of two temperatures com-
ing together; hot and cold dancing around 
each other and melting into a cool pool of 
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color. “we loved the blue furniture for the 
living room, but we looked at it and thought 
it needed some heat, some pizzazz,” says 
Mary Lynn. “That’s where the red leather 
couch came in.”

The home’s original fireplace served 
almost as a wall, separating the long living 
room from the smaller dining room. doors 
on each side of the fireplace allowed you to 
see through it to the other room, no matter 

which side you were on. unfortunately, the 
fireplace was encrusted in wood, making 
it look like a thick log in the middle of the 
home, rather than an attractive piece. To fix 
the eyesore, the old wood covering of the 
fireplace was removed, and the fireplace 
was covered with cool blue-gray granite, 
which blends with the interior colors, and 
makes a beautiful focal point in the room. 
rather than simply being functional, it was 

and integral part of the home. 
when Mary Lynn was deciding on what to 

place inside the fireplace, in the area visible 
through the large look-through glass doors, 
she consulted with spokane Fireplace. “They 
said logs wouldn’t look right or go with 
they style of the home.” so a special metal 
grate was created on which sits of layer 
of glass beads. when the gas is lit, flames 
dance across this glass layer, illuminating 

The previous kitchen ended where the sliding glass door is located. with the addition of the family room area, this wing of the house is now a popular 
gathering spot for friends, family and guests. 
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the beads, causing light to ricochet off of 
the sides of the fireplace. At first glance, it 
looks like the hot coals which people walk 
across. Luckily you can walk around these, 
taking the open area to the left or right of 
the floor-to-ceiling fireplace, and traveling 
in to the smaller dining room. 

Light dances in a different manner in 
the study, which is located in the original 
portion of the wing on the right-hand side 
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of the house. Originally set up as a small 
bedroom, the room now houses a study 
and computer room, which has dark green 
tones on three of the walls. The fourth wall 
is covered in green-toned small mirrored 
mosaic tiles. when the plantation shut-
ters in the office are opened, letting light 
shine in, it sets the wall ablaze with a glow. 
different lights, whether it is morning sun-
light, or the soft light of the lamp on the 

table, bring out different colors in the wall. 
This tile, which Mary Lynn found at Oregon 
Tile in seattle, is one of the most unique 
uses of tile you will find in a home.

 “we just went looking and looking,” says 
Mary Lynn, describing how they found all of 
the unique finishes in the house, from the 
office wall to the tiles in the bathrooms, the 
granite in the kitchen and the accent colors 
on the kitchen’s backsplash. “That was defi-

nitely Loa’s role. Could I envision it without 
her? No. I really trusted her vision a lot.”

Capping the end of the extended wing 
on the bedroom side of the house is the 
master suite. “For the bedroom we really 
wanted to have a warmth to it, but also a 
1950’s formality and stately look to it,” says 
Mary Lynn. “That’s why we selected the fur-
niture we did, and went with the big, heavy 
valances on the draperies.”

The open, spacious kitchen, located  off of the dining room, has the same configuration as Bill and Mary Lynn’s kitchen in their last house. 
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On the other side of the house, in the 
wing that extends off of the dining room 
and opens into the kitchen, Bill and Mary 
Lynn knew that it needed to be a large, 
open space. “we wanted a comfortable, 
cozy kitchen where everyone gathered,” 
says Mary Lynn. The kitchen they had in 
their old home was a great set-up, one that 
Mary Lynn liked so much, that she had the 
exact same configuration put in this house. 
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when Mary Lynn is in the throes of whip-
ping up a great feast, she is able to move 
around the kitchen with orchestrated 
precision, knowing just where to reach 
for the measuring cups, while effortlessly 
turning from the stove to the prep area, 
never missing a beat. 

The kitchen and adjoining family room 
are full of windows, which allow the lush, 
tree-covered property on which the 
houses sits, to meld into the room. Those 
windows aren’t the originals, though. 
“we replaced the windows,” says Mary 
Lynn, “as the glass would not have passed 

The tile mosaic wall in the office looks like the exterior of a disco ball has been applied to the wall. 
when the light hits it, it explodes with dancing color.
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code.” The thin and very energy inefficient 
windows from the 1950s were replaced 
with high-quality, energy efficient win-
dows. Because there are so many win-
dows throughout the house, from the 
massive picture-frame window in the liv-
ing room, to the multiple windows in 
the family room and bedrooms, having 
an energy efficient window contributes 
to the quietness and stable temperature 
of the house. The resulting home is one 

in which Bill and Mary Lynn are quite 
comfortable.

“we love it,” she says. “It’s location is so 
convenient. we had to plan everything 
we did before, but now, we love the fact 
that we can walk to the rocket Bakery, 
whether going for coffee or taking the 
grandchildren.”

“At our ages, it is nice to have some-
thing comfort-feature, rather than adven-
ture-based,” she says. “This is so pleasur-

Instead of using glass brick, which was a common material used in rounded pieces during the 1950s, 
these cabinets are built with custom-bent wood. 
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able, so easy and convenient for us. This 
is really the first home we’ve designed, so 
it has more of us. we wanted to feel like 
we were replicating a 1950’s house. we 
don’t stand on formality, so we wanted 
it to convey that spirit of us, but at the 
same time, retain the spirit of the 1950s 
pride. I think because people were com-
ing out of the depression and hard times, 

Above : The guest bathroom was designed 
around this uniqe sink, which Mary Lynn found 
early in the remodel process. The use of subway 
tiles elongates the look of the wall, making the 
small bathroom appear more spacious. 
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people were prideful of their homes back 
then.”

Bill and Mary Lynn can take pride in the 
vision they had for their home and the 
way they were able to pull it off. Looking 
beyond the usual criticisms of 1950’s style 
architecture, they tapped into the era’s 
understated beauty and elegance, creat-
ing a home they love.  

Below : The space between the two extended 
wings of the house created a well-used court-
yard. during the summer, Mary Lynn says they 
can travel from their bedroom to the kitchen 
through the sun-drenched courtyard.
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