Liex cxin write the secret life of old houses,
catalog their wiles or undesstand their
seductions? Neither they who fall under the
power Of such enchantnents nor those imperv
ous te them can fully egplain this profound inan-
imate will 1o surviv €] Petple succeed evemually
in owning opdireicy. houses, but a truly grea
house possestes s dwier. Such places are not
alazng grancl. They need anly to bave acquired
a soubwhile_surviving thiir rumbling histgries.
Madeleige _f}t_%;w always imagined she would

huild a I-'-"-m!'l‘—ijlﬂjﬁjlnl house ona magnificent
p:-r Iperty Quce owned by her familys Esting
hodwever, has o way of swasing devw T plansg,
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about Aradian magic to heed the
voices that whisper through the eypress. That's
why oné dfternoonrit did pot seem pamicularly
odd to her. while standing at the edge of 2

country foad lioking though a ruined

sugdrcane
Feld, that anold house beckonedther, Like most
seutherners swhoy rank trespassing as 4 sin only
stightly less grave than forgetting a dinner party,

+ hesitated, Then, ablivious to caation. she
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hiat been placediin
the drawing room,
creating @ kind of
eeric glamour amid
the anarchy of
r:'huil:‘fing.







The gracious proportions, steeply pitched roof, and center
chimney suggest early Creole architecture. It is unknown whether
it was once a manor house or an overseer's cottage. The exterior
gallery serves as an outdoor living space. RIGHT: With the help of
her boyfriend, Mark de Basile, Cenac renovated the structure,
which now represents the enduring elegance of country life.

waded through the cane 10 take a coser look.
The house hacd only fraggments of porches, no
window glass, and a beautiful sweep of roof.
After an hour it became so hard o leave, she
knew something serious had happenid.

Only a shon time before, she had discoversd
a little-known lake fonned somwe 3,000 years
ago by a meander of the Mississippi River,
Land there was hard 1o come by and rarely
changed hands. Then, miraculously, a parcel
Becarme availible, and she acquired it without
any clear purpose. The apparition in the cane
field provided the answer. Within a few months
the house that had been abandoned for nearh
70 years was mounted ona Bathed and meved
50 miles o Lake Martin.

Today, when someone asks Cenac winy she
embarked on such a foolhardy project, she
smiles and shrugs. Then the softest of shadows
crasses her face a5 she murmurs, “1 was blind,
just blind. Maost love. blinds ws, and it was love.”
The house remains fomething of an enigma.

This story-and-a-half cotage with graceful
chimneys and walls of bonsifiage, which is
Spanish mess mixed with mud and !
Between timbers, is typical of Creole construe
tinn of the early 1800s. But the evidence of
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circular saw marks indicates it was actually
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OPPOSITE PAGE, TOF ROW!
The dining roam lies
between the d:awi.u.g
room and the kitchen
wing. The Louis XV1
walnurt drop-leaf dining
table is ser with 18th-
and 19th-century
porcelain, glass, and
silver. The side table
displays a collection of
glass jars. OPPOSITE PAGE, |
BELOW: The house’s lloor
plan is unusual because
it allows for an excep-
tionally spacious
drawing room. The
Prussian blue calor on
the door was recon-
structed from traces of
paint found in the ald
house. The French oak
cabriole 1able is 18th
century, as are the rush-
bottom armchairs,

RIGHT: The unfinished
walls reveal an old-
fashioned construction
of bonsiflage, « combi-
narion of moss mixed
with mud thar was filled
in between timbers.

It was an excellent
insulator, collecting the
cool air of the evening
and aspirating it during
the day. The mintature
candelabra on the
demilune table was
diﬂm-’crcd mdicl:l away
in the floorboards. Tt
has been 2 walisman lor
the life of the house.




built after 14 So was it a small manor house
or an overseer's house? No answer seems def-
inite, but Cenac characteristically favors the
more modest interpretation, “It came partially
fumnished, you know,” she says. “There were
plows, fencing, ayfis ps, and most
intriguing, a child’s ouse candelabra—not
just a candelabra, but a doré one.” That toy has
become a sont of mlisman, reassuring her
through the difficult moments of the project
and, in a sense, lighting the way.

Cenac supervised the renovation with the
help of her boyfriend, Mark de Basile, an

mplished musician and carpenter. Havi

no intention of being away from the projec

she surprised friends by n g a trailer onto
the land. And as she had done in the past, she
enlisted the advice of her friend Robert Smith,
anticques dealer, international taste setter, ancd
authority on local architecture. He managed to

-ate the illusion of a Louis Seize pavilion,
fiting in many of her favorite antiques, includ-
ing a period painted bed and other good 18th-
century furniture., With the help of gardener
Judith Bott Gonzalez, Cenac laid out a formal
parterre in the [ rd a kitchen garden on
the side, requiring burly construction workers
to be as sensitive as baller dar
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In a sympathetic addition uh‘i_im old marerials, a commod
!-uill."ll.‘l'l_]lil.‘- heen created andhs 131]“['\\'[\_‘{{ o ]1“1|1 sidles by
porches; The French armoireis early 19th centory. LeFT:1
fearure ol the house emanates enchantment, it is the cook

hearth, Friends and family instinctively sravitate 1o is wa
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proceeded in a meticulous fashion, Cenae can
be the impatient sort when it comes o decon-
tion, Even . before the windows had been
replaced, she installed an antique French
canopy, a cabriole supper table, a gilded mir-
ror, and a dozen candlesticks in the salon.
Then, 1o the despair of the campenters, she was
having candlelit suppers for a few friends. Later
a large Caribbean-Crenle ironwood bed was
moved in so she could experience the house
as it had been without any modern amenities.
“You Jeam sumething abous yourself and yvour
house when you experience it in its elemental
and original stase,” she says,

She is also raising her teenage son, Armand,
along with a passel of dogs and cats that have
found their way to her domain. Lake neighbors
often stop by, sometimes bringing freshly
caught fish. They gather in the newly added
kitchen wing, De Basile breaks from his labors
to play the accordion and sing Cajun songs,
while « thousand different birds swirl overhead
before retuming to their own nests at the
swampy edge of the lake, The solitacy ways of
an old house that issued the irresistible siren
stmg three years ago are vague moemories, and
now the ]1{11.}15:&: can hardly contain all the life
asking for shelter in its reincarnation. +
For design delails, see Sonrcebook,







