
Make Mine Mid Century
Clean lines, sleek finishes and warm tones tip this historic kitchen into post-war style.
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Who says you can’t turn the kitchen of a 1909 Craftsman into a 
modern cook space reflecting your personal style? That’s exactly what 
the homeowners of this Portland, Oregon, antique gem did, and they 
partnered with Howells Architecture + Design to do it. 

The owners always had a penchant for Mid Century Modern furniture. 
When the time came to renovate the rather generic and poorly 
functioning old kitchen, they decided to make a bold move. “We agreed 
on a kitchen that would be bold and different,” says architect Michael 

BOLD, BUT NOT COLD—THAT WAS A MAJOR GOAL FOR 

THIS PROJECT BY HOWELLS ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN. 

MATERIALS WERE CAREFULLY CHOSEN WITH THAT VISION IN 

MIND. SELECT WALLS WERE UPHOLSTERED IN A DRAMATIC 

GUNMETAL-GRAY TILE. SEMI-REFLECTIVE, THE TILE CATCHES 

THE LIGHT AND SOFTENS THE DARK TONES. HANDMADE 

BY HEATH CERAMICS, EACH TILE IS UNIQUE, GIVING A 

GORGEOUS TACTILE QUALITY TO THE SPACE AS A WHOLE.
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Howells. “The clients were gutsy; they didn’t want anything 
generic and conventional, and their furniture had a modern 
vibe, which was our jumping off point.”

A HARMONIOUS GOAL
The project kicked off with a complete gutting of the 
180-square-foot space. All salvageable materials and 
appliances were donated to the Portland Rebuilding Center. In 
addition to propelling the kitchen’s aesthetic a half-century 
forward, the homeowners wanted to build in more counter 
space and storage. Michael was able to do this without altering 
the kitchen’s footprint too drastically. “[We changed it] very 
slightly,” he says. “However, we didn’t knock out walls. You 

don’t blow out walls in a traditional home. In this way, we 
honored the original home and allowed the kitchen to be a 
counterpoint to it.”

THE MODERN PALETTE
The mid-century look was delivered via the cabinetry, finishes 
and small design details that pack a big punch. “The mid-
century feel comes through in the clean lines, use of walnut 
for cabinetry and the wood pulls that are a nod to that era,” 
Michael says. “The Glo-Ball ceiling light conjures the classic 
mid-century globe, but this one (by Jasper Morrison) is 
‘squashed.’”

“TO HARMONIZE THE NEW MODERN 

SPACE WITH THE VINTAGE [AREAS] OF 

THE HOME, WE KEPT THE EXISTING 

KITCHEN FOOTPRINT AND DESIGNED 

A CUSTOM CABINETRY SCHEME TO FIT 

SEAMLESSLY INTO THE BONES OF THE 

ROOM,” MICHAEL SAYS. “MATCHED 

OAK FLOORING FURTHER CONNECTS 

OLD AND NEW.”

“The big design choice we made was to go dark with the finishes. 

I rarely recommend dark finishes in a kitchen, as we live in Oregon 

where it’s dark a lot of the time, but it felt right for this kitchen and 

these clients. Adding a large skylight allowed us  

to make this dramatic move.”
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RICHLY TEXTURED 

OREGON BLACK 

WALNUT WAS USED 

FOR THE CABINETRY. 

WOOD PULLS ARE A 

NOD TO MID-CENTURY 

FURNITURE AND ARE 

WARM TO THE TOUCH.

“The mid-century 

feel comes through 

in the clean lines, 

use of walnut for 

cabinetry and the 

wood pulls that are 

a nod to that era.”
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“THE CABINETS ARE COMPLETELY CUSTOM, DESIGNED BY ME,” MICHAEL 

SAYS. “WE SELECTED THE VENEER FLITCHES AT GOBY, A LEGENDARY 

WESTERN WALNUT VENDOR HERE IN PORTLAND. THE CABINETRY PULLS 

WERE MADE TO MY DESIGN BY THE JOINERY (LOCAL).”

WORTH THE SPLURGE
Michael shares the design elements that earned their keep by elevating the space.

Using Western walnut was a splurge; most black walnut available is from the Eastern U.S.
Using handmade Heath Ceramics tile at the backsplashes—as opposed to a more  
budget-driven option. If you’re going to splurge in your kitchen, backsplash tile is a good  
place to do it. Even when there’s a lot of tile, such as in this kitchen, it’s a small part of your 
remodel relative to the whole. Expensive tile doesn’t change the labor cost. 

1.
2.

Going against the grain with colors was another 
bold, modern move. “The big design choice we 
made was to go dark with the finishes,” Michael 
says. “In a sea of white kitchens, we went the 
other way, with almost-black tile and black walnut 
cabinetry. I rarely recommend dark finishes in a 
kitchen, as we live in Oregon where it’s dark a lot of 
the time, but it felt right for this kitchen and these 
clients. Adding a large skylight allowed us to make 
this dramatic move. The new kitchen is extremely 
daylit and bright, even on the gloomiest days.” 
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