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Interpreting Rosemary Beach

An architect uses a New Urbanist community's design codes to promote creativity and freedom in his work.

PrOjJECT: THE APEL HOUSE, ROSEMARY BEACH, FL

ARCHITECT: ERIC WATSON ARCHITECT, P.A., TAMPA, FL;
ERIC WATSON, AIA | PRINCIPAL

GENERAL CONTRACTOR: O.B. LAURENT
CONSTRUCTION, INC., SANTA ROSA BEACH, FL;
STAN HAYWARD, PROJECT FOREMAN

y the time he received his Master of
Architecture degree from Yale
University in 1988, Eric Watson had
already admired the work of the

celebrated New Urbanist town planners

Andrés Duany and Elizabeth Plater—Zybel‘k. The Apel House, designed by Eric Watson, Architect, is sited so that its longest
clevation looks south onto the Gulf of Mexico, providing the grandest view possible.
The shorter elevation faces east.
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Watson opened his architectural practice in
1992 in Seaside, the famous resort community

In the foreground is part of the rich expanse of'a Rosemary Beach village green: the view enjoyed by the east-facing main entrance.



Above and right: The large wraparound verandah includes
wicker furniture and porch swings, inviting visitors to rest
and enjoy the incomparable view of the Gulf. Traditionally
styled solid-mahogany-plank shutters for all the doors and
windows guarantee protection when a storm brews.
Numerous metal gas lanterns from Bevolo Gas & Electric
Lights of New Orleans, LA, add a further period touch.

on Florida’s gulf-coast panhandle, designed by
Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company (DPZ), where he
has designed several houses. Not surprisingly,
Watson has been sought after by clients in the later
DPZ-designed resort community of Rosemary
Beach, just seven miles east of Seaside. His design
there of the Malugen House received the 2004
Palladio Award for Residential Architecture: New
Design & Construction — more than 5,000 sq.ft.
(see Period Homes Summer 2004, p.20).

The New Urbanist design codes of Rosemary
Beach ensure that the architecture is based upon the
West Indies architectural models found in the
Caribbean and the old Florida models of St.
Augustine and Coral Gables. This prerequisite held a

special attraction for the clients who commissioned

the Apel House. Watson recalls, “These clients
specifically requested a large house in the French
Caribbean style. They travel frequently to the Caribbean
and were fond of French West Indies culture. This new
house would showcase the clients’ extensive collection
of French antiques and Caribbean folk art.”

For Watson, the constriction of working within this
community’s rigorous design codes offered a special spur
to his creativity. “The architecture of these New Urbanist
communities is directed by the urban design codes that
clearly define public and private spaces through a
gradation of building density from the town center to its
outlying areas. The architectural code includes a range of
house types that are assigned to specific urban blocks.
Every lot in the town is assigned a specific house
type — each type with its own guidelines stipulating the
building footprint, height and porch location. The
density of the community requires the designer to deal
creatively with such issues as privacy and adjacency. Yes,
there are always challenges in designing a house within

a New Urbanist community — yet I find that the




The effect of gazing at the Gulf of Mexico from the verandah is communicated here. Note the quiet line
of beach umbrellas and lounge chairs, set up by the Rosemary Beach community for use by residents.

New Urbanist codes assist the

creating architectural solutions that collectively enhance the

design designer in
entire community. It is difficult to arrive at a site without a
context or any restrictions whatsoever and just design anything.”

Visitors to the Apel House will readily agree that Watson
didn’t “just design anything” Situated on the largest gulf-front
site in Rosemary Beach, the house overlooks the Gulf
of Mexico and a village green. The breathtaking view is
maximized by Watson’s shrewd design: All the main living
areas arc on the second floor and enjoy direct access to the
gulf view and to the house’s spacious wraparound veranda that
serves as the primary outdoor space. The vista on the other
side can’t compete with the gulf, so the L-shaped house
encloses a private courtyard there. Colorful tropical plantings
surround a paved seating area, with an atmosphere that
is heightened by such architectural clements as an old
stone fountain brought from France, a raised fireplace and
a timber trellis.

The interior design of the house was conceived

with the use of natural building materials consistent with

the French Caribbean style. Walls of salvaged brick contrast
with French plaster and tongue-and-groove wood walls,
black iron chandeliers hang from pine-timbered ceilings and
custom-made wood-plank interior doors lead to terra-cotta
tile floors.

Just as Watson could easily adapt to the design limitations
specific to Rosemary Beach, he was also comfortable
with the prospect of modifying the intimacy and simplicity
of a traditional Caribbean-style house into an unusual
L-shaped structure nearly 100 ft. long, which had to meet the
requirements of a 2 Ist-century family beach house. “I loved the
design challenges of adapting the traditional elements of the
style to fit the needs and day-to-day events of a contemporary
homeowner,” he says. “My designs are not replications of
historic styles, but rather interpretations based on a style, and
so the unique building footprint and architectural planning
are my design responses to the New Urbanist codes and the
historic architectural models. I've learned how to work within
various traditional styles and still create beautiful, comfortable

houses that meet every aspect of the urban and architectural









effectiveness of the protections

built into the house design was

demonstrated in the summer
of 2004, when devastating
hurricanes tore through Florida
and destroyed numerous homes
and businesses: “The Apel
House suffered no damage,”
Watson notes with satisfaction,
“except for the porch swing —

it hadn’t been tied down

securely.” — Nicole V. Gagné

The bathtub is antique, but Watson custom
designed the bathroom cabinetry to fit the
vintage motifs of the interior decor.The
flooring is marble mosaic tile in a basket-
weave pattern.

clients. It also surmounted an addi-
tional, not unexpected problem: the
weather. “Because the house is locat-
ed on the Gulf of Mexico, it has to
be able to withstand substantial hur-
ricane-force winds,”  Watson
explains. “The house is engineered
to withstand very strong hurricanes.
I designed traditional  solid
mahogany-plank shutters, consis-
tent with the French Caribbean
style, for all the exterior doors and
windows; they can be shut and

secured from inside the house.” The

An antique farm table gets plenty of

use in the kitchen.The black iron electric
chandelier above the table has its match in the
gas lantern hanging outside the window.
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