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An Oasis in the Desert
For a family retreat, designer
Josh Greene channeled 1970s
nostalgia to create inviting, colorsoaked warmth.
By Maura Egan
Photographs by Yoshihiro Makino
90
All in the Family
The heirs to some of Italy’s
grandest houses have banded
together to help celebrate and
restore them. And you’re invited.
By Lee Marshall
Photographs by Helenio Barbetta

108
A Full House
In a storied palazzo in Florence,
Eva Cavalli lives amid a fabulous
and ever-evolving whirl of objets,
mementos, art, family, dogs—and
even a few turtles.
By Eviana Hartman
Photographs by Francesco Dolfo

114
Living with Giants
After decades of collecting, the
artist Bernar Venet and his wife
have combined life and work at
their spectacular Provençal estate.
By Julian Sancton
Photographs by Jean-Francois
Jaussaud
118
The Swiss Effect
A discerning couple finds the
sweet spot between Alpine
rusticity and 20th-century
modernism in their Gstaad
hideaway.
By Ian Phillips
Photographs by Stephan Julliard

D E PA R T U R E S

A deck overlooking
an estate in Texas
Hill Country,
page 100.
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Everything Under the Sun
At a seaside escape in Mexico, an
architect known for restraint and
an interior designer with a flair for
exuberance prove that opposites
do attract.
By Vicky Lowry
Photographs by Douglas Friedman

100
The Great Indoors
What do you build on several
thousand acres of Texas Hill
Country? A one-of-a-kind house
with all the grandeur of the
landscape that surrounds it.
By Christopher Bagley
Photographs by William
Abranowicz
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Features

A stone stairway
leads from the library
to the wine cellar
below. The armchairs
are from Jean de
Merry. Opposite: A
water feature by
artist Cristina Iglesias
greets visitors at the
house’s entry.

THE GREAT
100

What do you build on several thousand acres of Texas Hill Country?
A one-of-a-kind house with all the grandeur
of the landscape that surrounds it.

INDOORS

by Christopher Bagley. Photographs by William Abranowicz. Styled by Helen Crowther

In the sitting room, the
sofa and armchairs are
by Roman Thomas, the
cast-bronze floor lamp is
by Philippe Anthonioz
from Ralph Pucci, and
the wool Nordico curtain
fabric is by Carlucci.

Above: A man-made 12-acre lake behind the house. The great hall is
under the red roof. Right: In the foyer, the painting is by Alfredo Bovio di
Giovanni, and the round table and chandelier are antiques from Robuck.
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T

exans tend to think big. But some
Texans think really big. Rod Lewis,
who made his fortune in the oil
and gas business, is one of them.
A former aerial racer with a collection of 30-plus vintage warbirds,
Lewis also owns the world’s largest
single-mast yacht, the Mirabella V,
among other jumbo-sized things. In 2014, when he
started shopping around for a new South Texas property, he knew he’d need enough land for a 6,000foot runway and an airplane hangar. Someone tipped
him off to an unspoiled ranch property in the scenic Hill Country, but the plot, at 4,500 acres—
genuinely not enormous by Texas standards—didn’t
seem promising.

Then Lewis went to see it, and he
found a remarkably picturesque terrain comprising several ecosystems,
with lush green hills, grassy plains, and a
pristine river lined with ancient cypress
trees. Unlike many Texas ranches, which
have been modernized over the decades
by a succession of owners, this property
was still in a relatively raw state, with
few roads or buildings aside from a 1917
farmhouse and a 1940s main residence.
Lewis knew the place was 22 minutes
away via helicopter from his office in San
Antonio. So he made the purchase and
hired a team that included his longtime
architect, Michael Imber, and interior
designer William Peace, of Peace Design
in Atlanta, to create a new main house
from scratch. It was a six-year effort that
turned out to be one of the most ambitious projects any of them had undertaken. “Nothing had been done to this
ranch in years,” recalls Lewis. “So it was
like a clean slate, but there was a lot of
work to be done.”
Imber, who’s also based in San Antonio, has designed many ranches in many
pretty places, but for this one it was especially crucial that the house not interfere with the landscape. “We wanted it to
feel as though it had belonged there and
would continue to belong there for generations,” Imber says. That meant an architecture rooted in Texas history, with an
emphasis on time-tested local materials. For inspiration Imber looked to some
of the state’s 19th-century forts as well
as vernacular styles from South America and Africa, where Lewis has traveled
extensively. He decided to rely mainly on
materials that could be found right on the
property—Texas limestone, ancient oak,
walnut—even if he had to look farther

afield for rare, top-quality specimens. In the library,
where the walls are constructed of thick, limewashed plaster, the octagonal balcony was made
from a single 1,000-year-old sinker cypress that was
recovered from the bottom of a river in Louisiana.
For Peace, the landscape of Hill Country, with
its uniquely understated kind of grandeur, served
as an ideal mood board for the house’s interiors.
Among the antique Italian chandeliers and comfortable leather armchairs are a number of connoisseurworthy surprises not likely found on other Texas
ranches, such as the 1970s Paul Evans table in the
breakfast room and the library’s midcentury Scandinavian sofa, which was reupholstered in sheepskin.
Although Lewis collects a wide variety of things—
vintage cars, gemstones, dinosaur fossils—he had
never been much of a decor guy. “I hadn’t paid much
attention to the historical value of certain pieces
of furniture, or even of art,” he says. “My art is my

Right: A juvenile
sauropod fossil.
Opposite: The
windows of the
great hall open to
nature with the help
of bronze pocket
doors. The mohair
rug is by Holly Hunt.

Left: The Asturias Rocker
chairs on the dining deck
are from Espasso. Below:
The floor of the mudroom
was laid with reclaimed
terracotta tiles.
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“ WE WAN TE D I T TO FEEL AS T HOUG H
IT HAD BELONGED T H ERE AN D WOULD
CON T INUE TO B ELONG T H ERE
FOR GEN ERAT ION S .”
airplane collection. Those are my Rembrandts.” But
as he began grilling Peace about the cost of some proposed items—“Why does this cabinet cost more than
a car?”—he began to get hooked on the finer points
of design. Before long he was flying to Italy with
Peace and Imber to examine antique marble samples.
It was a Rome marble specialist, Dario Del Bufalo,
who got Lewis obsessed with antique stones and
helped track down the porphyry for the bar in the
house’s walnut-paneled lounge; Del Bufalo also created a chunky terrazzo floor for the powder room,
similar to the one in his own palazzo. As the search

continued and Peace zeroed in on the perfect 18th-century barrel-back chairs and
reclaimed Montpellier limestone floors
from France, the rooms naturally developed more of the collected-over-time feel
that the team had been going for. “This
was not a project where you show the client pictures of things and he just says ‘Yes,
yes, yes’ to all of it,” says Peace. “Rod really
was interested in the unique pieces.” One
unexpected find was a walnut cabinet
by George Nakashima, the last piece he

designed before his death. Lewis hadn’t heard of the
revered Japanese American woodworker, but when
he asked around he learned that a carpenter friend of
his in Texas, who’d once given him a mesquite rocking chair, had known Nakashima and had used some
of his joinery techniques in the chair.
One challenge for both Imber and Peace was
making the 22,000-square-foot house feel comfortable throughout by balancing the majestic scale of
the larger spaces. The showstopping great hall, with
its view of the rolling hills, is anchored by two massive stone chimneys, each with double-sided fireplaces, that serve as partitions for the dining room

Above, from left:
In the primary
bedroom, the Reve
de Rachelle fabric
for the curtains is
from Loro Piana
Interiors, the custom
bed is by Skylar
Morgan Furniture,
and the antique rugs
are from Moattar;
the 800-square-foot
rondavel.

at one end and a sitting room at the other. A wall of
windows on one side can be retracted to create a
40-foot-wide opening.
From there it’s impossible not to step outside,
where, depending on the season and the weather,
the scene can evoke the Scottish Highlands or the
Kenyan savannah. When Lewis bought the property it was inhabited by a rare species of wild donkeys, to which he added his own collection of exotic
animals, including a family of giraffes. A natural bluff
and some hidden fencing keep the giraffes from
wandering into the great hall. There’s also a handthatched rondavel, similar to those found at African
safari lodges. Then there’s a 12-acre lake, whose construction Lewis oversaw himself. The grandson of a

cattle rancher, Lewis estimates he has built
around 40 reservoirs over the years, so he
knew exactly where and how to dredge.
As the project neared completion, Lewis
was so eager to make himself at home that
he moved in while workers were still fixing some final glitches—but he promptly
discovered several more and had to move
back out. “That was the low point,” he says
jokingly. Today, the house is Lewis’s main
residence—and quite possibly his favorite possession of all. He has bought up some
adjacent land, so the property has grown to
double its original size. Still not quite huge,
perhaps, but getting bigger.
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Left: White-tailed
deer running
through local Indian
grass and bluestem.

Right: The lounge, which
is connected to the
theater and the library,
features inlaid panels of
red jasper marble and a
commissioned mural
from Gorman Studios.

