


Facing the ocean, the screened-in lanai serves as a central gathering place for dining and relaxation 
at the vintage ’60s cottage.

In the artist’s studio, chartreuse accents enhance the old-fashioned appearance 
of the home’s original pass-through window.

Palm-tree lamp from 
Furnitureland in Kailua-Kona.Sliding, wood-framed windows open up from the kitchen to the lanai, where a playful 

blend of tropical colors creates a warm and cozy setting. “The color scheme was inspired 
by the concrete floor, which has a terra cotta look,” said Shirley Wagner, interior designer.

Oil painting by the home’s original 
owner/builder, Emrich Nicholson.
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Many quaint, vintage cottages still dot the 
length of Puako Beach Drive, calling to 
the past with charm and a sense of easy 

living that is still very much present in this sleepy 
beach community. 

One such bungalow once belonged to 1950s-era 
Hollywood art director Emrich Nicholson, whose 
more than 100 film credits include the Oscar-
nominated “Magnificent Obsession.” Retiring to 
Hawaii to live by the ocean and paint, he built 
his cottage in the early 1960s, using part of it 
exclusively for his art studio. 

Current owners Robert Epstein and Laura 
French bought the house — which was in a 
considerable state of disrepair — about six years 
ago, vowing never to tear it down. They appreciated 
its place in Puako history as well as the idea that 
Mr. Nicholson’s own story as an artist deserved to 
be preserved as a part of the home’s legacy. 

“We feel so lucky to have found this cottage,” 
relates English-born Laura, who says that after  
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many years of visiting Hawaii, she and her husband Robert 
had finally found the perfect place to buy. 

The vintage oceanfront home had everything they were 
looking for — soul, character, history and location. But one 
thing that wasn’t perfect was its condition. “Many people 
advised us to knock it down because it was basically falling 
apart,” says Laura. 

Fortunately, they were not discouraged.
The pair got to work right away restoring it, hiring local 

contractor Steve Ames to attend to the remodel, landscape 
architect Scott Seymour to design the yard, and Shirley 
Wagner ASID to manage the interior design, which was 
completed in two phases as time and budget would allow.

Laura and Robert originally asked Shirley’s team at 
Waimea-based Fine Design Interiors to leave as much of the 
interior untouched as possible. For a good five years, even 
the adjacent art studio, complete with built-in slats for the 
artist’s easels, remained intact.

More recently, however, Shirley and her design  

“It’s magic here. There’s a peaceful, happy 
feeling here.” — Laura French, owner

Interior designer Shirley Wagner mixed and matched fabrics from her custom fabric library at Fine Design Interiors in Waimea. 
Rug from Indich Collection. 

In the artist’s studio, a four-poster bed from Pacific Home in Honolulu brings 
contrast to the whitewashed, tongue-and-groove walls.

On the lanai, custom Sunbrella upholstery holds up in the bright, Puako sunlight. Protected with an outdoor finish, rattan 
furniture was sourced at Plantation Interiors in Kailua-Kona, while the drum table came from Koehnen’s Interiors. “We 
refurbished the drum with a tapa pattern,” said Shirley Wagner, interior designer.
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to the artistic spirit of the man behind the home. 
Like good art, the cottage will also be around 

to be appreciated for generations.
“One of the best things about having this 

home is sharing it,” says Laura. “We want to see 
it lived in, loved, enjoyed and used by family and 
friends. We want them to experience the magic 
of Puako that we love so much — the whales 
coming by, the turtles sunning on the beach  
and the fantastic weather. It’s not a place to  
be unhappy.” AH
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assistant Diane Bobek have completed a redesign of the 
entire house, adding new furniture, new fabrics, rugs and 
lighting. 

Paying special attention to the upstairs studio, the 
team created a comfy bedroom and sitting room that 
opens up to the extra-high, screened lanai. Vintage 
furniture reproductions and custom cushions combining 
Sunbrella, silk and other fabrics help create a setting that 
can stand up to heavy use, not to mention the elements 
that challenge every oceanfront home. 

Says Shirley: “I love using combinations of fabric — 
you get the durability as well as the great look.” 

Having completed the interiors of five or six other 
vintage Puako cottages, Shirley says that the homes, 
many dating from the 1950s, are her favorite kinds of 
design projects.

Meaningful original art is a key component of the 
cottage’s décor. Tiny etchings by Amelia Coats, as well 
as pieces by Hawaii printmaker Huc Luquiens, grace 
the walls. One of the watercolors was a gift from a man 
named Mark, the home’s first gardener. And Laura says 
that she has gone to extraordinary lengths to obtain the 
art of the late Mr. Nicholson, the cottage’s original owner 
who lived into his 90s. 

They feel that displaying his paintings pays homage  

“It’s an old Puako beach 
cottage with great 

proportions.” 
— Shirley Wagner, 
interior designer

Original to the cottage, sliding, shuttered pocket doors open from the bedroom to the lanai, where greens 
and oranges dominate the color palette. Antique daybed is upholstered in durable Sunbrella fabric.

Lazy days in a hammock by 
the sea.

Peacock colors sparkle in the living room, where an antique day bed and 
rattan sofa showcase fabrics and barkcloth from Fine Design Interiors in 
Waimea. The homeowner’s Chinese table sits atop an Indich rug. Parquet 
floor is original to the cottage.

Vintage collectibles combine with Asian-Pacific influences and touches 
of Old Hawaii.
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