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FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT

A Wright House Rubs the Wrong Way
A fight over the construction of a Frank Lloyd Wrightdesigned home has divided a peaceful British village

that a 1947 design originally intended 
for Santa Barbara, Calif., could be 
transplanted to a lush English field.

The single-story building has a 
curved central section containing a 
circular stonewalled kitchen and a 
living room with huge windows. Off 

this central core are two wings with 
space for two studies, three guest 
rooms and a playroom for the cou-
ple’s eight grandchildren. The master 
bedroom is cantilevered over a small 
river that runs across the site. 

In September 2013, Mr. Pratt ap-

plied for building permits, suspecting 
even then that the plan would be 
controversial. “There are some peo-
ple who, if presented with a Picasso, 
would not take it seriously, would 
say: ‘My kids could do that,’ ” he 
said. “It is the same with the house.”

Councilor Bob Cook, one of the 
most vocal opponents of the project, 
believes the Green Belt must be pro-
tected at almost all costs, and that 
the house is simply not good enough 
to be made an exception of. “To me it 
looks like a concrete bunker, never 
mind who designed it,” he said.

In December 2013, the council re-
fused to grant permits for the house. 
Somewhat awkwardly, Mr. Pratt him-
self is a local councilor, and it was 
his colleagues who voted against him.
Later, a government-appointed plan-
ning inspector declined to overturn 
the local decision, leaving Mr. Pratt 
with a house he cannot build.

The case has divided the British 
architectural community.

Richard Hawkes, director of Kent-
based Hawkes Architecture, feels the 
house fails the “innovative” test. 
“What they are trying to do is take a 
design from a guy who has been dead 
for a long time and put it in a site it 
was not designed for,” he said. But 
Nick Willson, director of Nick Willson 
Architects in London, says the British 
planning system is mired in the past. 
“There is a perception that it is mod-
ern, it is not from here, and it has 
not got a thatched roof,” he said. Nei-
ther Mr. Hawkes nor Mr. Willson are 
directly involved in the dispute.

Sean Malone, president and CEO of
the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation, 
said the organization is remaining de-
terminedly out of the fray. “I think Dr. 
Pratt has made wonderful arguments 
about the prestige and excitement of 
having a Frank Lloyd Wright design in 
England, but the people against it are 
saying this is our built environment, 
and that debate is correct.”

Mr. Pratt remains undaunted. He
plans to redraw the plans to address 
issues of car access to the site. An-
other option would be to find a new 
site, but he is dubious, since most 
open land in the area is protected.

“This is not a piece of architecture,
it is a piece of art,” he said. “If people 
don’t think this is exceptional architec-
ture, then I don’t see how any house in 
the country will ever be built again.”

In North America, Frank Lloyd 
Wright is considered an architectural 
deity. On the other side of the Atlan-
tic, however, a fight over the famed 
architect’s work has divided a peace-
ful British village.

On one side of the dispute is the 
very determined Hugh Pratt, a high-
voltage electrical engineer and life-
long Wright admirer who has spent 
more than a decade and an estimated 
$150,000 trying to build one of the 
late architect’s original works in 
Wraxall, a small Somerset village 
around 130 miles west of London.

In the opposing corner are angry
neighbors and members of the local 
council who believe the stone, glass 
and concrete house is inappropriate 
in a rural setting where homes are 
generally historic. They also point out 
that the building’s proposed site is 
within Britain’s Green Belt—open land 
protected against development to pre-
vent urban sprawl. It is possible to 
build on the Green Belt only if it can 
be shown that the design is “excep-
tional” and “innovative.” 

So far, neither the local council nor
a national planning inspector brought 
in to adjudicate have been convinced 
the design fits into that category. “I 
am actually hugely embarrassed,” 
said Mr. Pratt, 63. “It is like us trying 
to export Nelson’s Column to America 
and them slighting it.”

The project began in 2004, when 
Mr. Pratt flew to Phoenix on business 
and visited the Frank Lloyd Wright 
Foundation while he was in town—he 
has always been a fan of midcentury 
modern architecture. There he discov-
ered an archive of drawings of unreal-
ized designs and asked the foundation 
if he might build one for himself and 
his wife, Judith. Somewhat to his sur-
prise, the foundation said yes—on the 
condition that Stephen Nemtin, a leg-
acy fellow at the foundation, draw up 
the detailed plans. In 2007, Mr. Pratt 
bought a 12-acre site in Wraxall and, 
after a site visit, the foundation agreed 

BY RUTH BLOOMFIELD

SITE WOES Hugh Pratt, above, with a model of the Frank Lloyd Wright home he would like to build in Wraxall, England. The pro
posed site, which has a small  lake,  is  in a protected area. Bottom right, Mr. Pratt reviews the home plans at the site.
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