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They bought it anyway, and while 
they were renovating it, Aimee broke 
her thumb banging mortar off salvaged 
bricks and later fell through some sub-
floor, injuring her knee.

You have to be committed to old 
houses—otherwise you’d never invest 
the time and money necessary to bring 
them back to their glory.

When Aimee and Michael Spencer first saw their house, its Mediterranean charm was obscured. Actually, the 
place was a wreck. The exterior was consumed in vegetation. Drapes and shades had been eaten by dry rot. 

Pet hair and fleas were everywhere inside, trash was everywhere outside. “Our Realtor almost cried,” Aimee recalls.
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“When one considers saving a his-
toric home, it is about much more than 
the charm and grace the home may 
possess,” says Susan Skolfield, execu-
tive director of the Winter Park History 
Museum. “It is about the indefinable 
emotional comfort and connection 
with people from the past that is held 
in the walls. History cannot be created, 

and the act of saving a historic home 
creates a synergistic effect which com-
bines the past, present and future into 
a richer, deeper life experience. It’s 
about love.”

Winter Park’s survey of historic 
properties has identified about 545 
homes, says Clarissa Howard, the city’s 
director of communications. Built 
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between 1878 and 1948, most can be 
found near downtown and in 1920s 
subdivisions, including College Quar-
ter, although historic homes are 
sprinkled throughout the city.

The Spencers’ 1920s two-story 
Mediterranean Revival in Orwin Manor 
probably was built as a spec house, 
Aimee says. They closed on it in 
December 2011 and moved in by May 
2012. They won a Florida Trust for 
Historic Preservation Award for their 
work, though the “mostly finished” 
renovation took about 18 months.

They looked past the scary wiring, 
the grimy carpets covering heart pine 
floors and the fact that the front door 
didn’t even have a doorknob. The place 
was such a mess that they filled three 
dumpsters before they even started 
demolition. “Underneath all the gar-
bage and vegetation, we could see the 
bones of something spectacular,” 
Aimee says. That included clay roof 

tiles, lots of windows for cross ventila-
tion, iron balconies, sconces, arched 
entries and a porte-cochère.

“We just see it,” Aimee says. She 
and Michael have renovated homes 
before, in both Orlando and Palm 
Beach. “These [problems] are not diffi-
cult things to remedy, to us. Moving a 
toilet is nothing to him (Michael).”

Renovation included repairing the 
doors and windows—10 sets of French 
doors, plus a dozen double-hung win-
dows and 30 casements. Tile from a 
bathroom that had to be gutted was 
reused in a pantry and in the down-
stairs powder room.

Though they value history, the 
Spencers also love modern amenities. 
In addition to being opened up and 
modernized, the kitchen got a new tile 
floor in an Escher-like black-and-white 
tessellating pattern that Aimee insisted 
on. Leftover tile went onto the floor of 
the powder room.

Upstairs, the once-gutted bathroom 
sports historic-looking tile, while the 
master bath received a more modern 
look. Outside, the Spencers are still 
working on landscaping the property 

IRON BAlCONIEs (lEft) and arched windows are just some of the historic components that attracted the spencers to this Mediterranean home. located 
in Orwin Manor, the home has been recognized with a florida trust for Historic Preservation award.  

A MARBlE island and black and white tile mix a 
historic feel with modern amenities.  
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that encompasses about 2.5 lots. Some-
times people stop by to ask about the 
apparently empty lot next to the house. 
No, the owner doesn’t want to sell, 
Aimee tells them. 

A Tudor for Two

The pedigree of Sandy Womble’s 
home nearly mirrors the Spencers’. 
Built as a spec house in 1938, it fea-
tured four fireplaces in order to appeal 
to folks moving down from Chicago. 
“Who needs four fireplaces in Florida?” 
says Womble, who shares the Tudor-
inspired home with her husband, Dick, 
and their three dogs, Enzo, Boomer 
and Banjo.

Also like the Spencer house, it was 
in pretty bad shape. No one had lived 
in it for years, and another buyer—
whose contract mercifully fell through 
—had planned to tear it down.

The property was originally a citrus 
grove owned by Susan B. Dyer, who 
had inherited it from her parents, says 

Womble, an artist and longtime activist 
who was an original member of the 
Historic Preservation Task Force and a 
founding member of the Friends of 
Casa Feliz.

A leader in the women’s suffrage 
movement in Florida, Susan Dyer 
farmed the land until the end of her 
life, Womble says, “which was pretty 
unusual, given she was a female.”

During her renovations, Womble 
discovered a maid’s room that a previ-
ous resident, a beauty queen named 
Esther Gooch, had turned into a tro-
phy room. 

Like the Spencers, she recycled as 
much as she could. Two chandeliers 
that originally hung in the living room, 
and which she found in a corner of the 
attic, now grace hallways leading to 
bedrooms. “Why tear all this history 
down?” she says. “Just use your imagi-
nation and repurpose.” 

She called in Steve Feller, known 
for working on historic buildings, to 
lead the restoration. Some rooms, 

including the living room, appear  
barely touched. Others practically had 
to be gutted before work could begin. 
The sun room “had the ugliest ceramic 
tile you ever saw” on the floor, Wom-
ble says. The contractor wanted to put 

ONE Of tHE fIRst tAsKs the Wombles tackled was expanding and modernizing their kitchen. the home, which featured four fireplaces to appeal to 
Northerners, was going to be torn down by a previous buyer whose contract fell through. 

tHE WOMBlEs recycled as much as they could 
when renovating their tudor-inspired home.
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HIDDEN BENEAtH a layer of ugly ceramic tile, the brick floor in the sunroom was an unexpected find and adds another element of charm to the home. 
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granite on top of the tile. No, she 
insisted, and started hitting the tile 
with a hammer. Underneath, com-
pletely unexpected, was a floor of 
nearly pristine brickwork.

Elsewhere, touches of moderniza-
tion sit well within the more traditional 
structure. The kitchen was enlarged 
and the master bath, which was built 
on, features high ceilings and skylights.

For Womble, the exterior is as 
important as the interior. “So many 
people run out of money when reno-
vating or decorating and then they 
skimp on their yard,” she says. “In my 
mind, the yard comes before many 
other interior projects. Old houses take 
years to renovate and decorate. I hired 
a landscape architect to design our 
yard early on, then did the interior 
rooms in order of importance, starting 
with the kitchen and then the master 
bedroom and bath. The front bedroom 
was finished only a few years ago.”

Gingerbread Delight

Unlike the Spencers and the Wom-
bles, Rob and Stacy Panepinto had no 
experience with old houses until about 
four years ago. Their two previous 
Florida abodes were built for them 
from the ground up.

But a longing for the tree-lined 
streets and close-knit neighborhood 
feeling of their native Brooklyn led 
them to Winter Park and the Geer Van 
den Berg house, one of the oldest 
homes in the city. “When we first 
walked into this house, without even 
saying anything to each other, we 
knew this was it,” Stacy says.

Built in the mid 1880s, the Victo-
rian cottage was originally home to Dr. 
Ira Burris “J.B.” Geer, a doctor recruited 
from the North to practice in Winter 
Park, which was rapidly becoming a 
popular resort spot for wealthy New 
Englanders. Built between Lakes 
Osceola and Mizell, the approximately 

1,500-square-foot home sported steep 
roofs and plenty of gingerbread. It 
originally consisted of a small kitchen, 
a parlor, a dining room and a small 
office for the doctor on the first floor, 

tHIs vICtORIAN "COttAgE" owned by Rob and stacy Panepinto is one of the oldest and best-preserved homes in Winter Park. Originally owned by  
Dr. Ira geer, the home has been renovated by a series of owners and enlarged from its original 1,500 square feet to more than 3,700.
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with bedrooms and a bath upstairs. 
Stacy, a former teacher now on the 
board of Casa Feliz, uses Geer’s office 
as her workspace.

Two previous—but historically 
respectful—renovations brought living 
space up to more than 3,700 square 
feet. Now with three bedrooms and 4.5 
baths, the home is considered one of 
the best preserved Victorian cottages in 
Winter Park.

In the 1970s, the Van den Berg fam-
ily expanded the kitchen and built on 
to the front and side of the house. A 
couple decades later, Tony and Jeanne 
Capper added a slender tower to bal-
ance what they considered some 
awkward architecture and moved the 
entrance from the front—the old 
address was 155 Brewer St.—to the 
back. Both family and guests now enter 
through a dramatic screened porch 
that faces Detmar Street.

They modernized the kitchen and 
expanded the garage. The property also 
now includes a pool and a summer 
kitchen, as well as a separate guest 
house built about 100 years ago.

The ’90s remodel also revealed a 
mystery: drywall in the kitchen con-
cealed a brick chimney that goes 
to—well, no one seems to know, Rob 
says, but he and Stacy, like the Van den 
Bergs, chose to preserve it and enjoy its 
rustic texture.

Another fabulous find was a chan-
delier. It probably hung in the dining 
room, Stacy says, though the light fix-
ture seems too massive for that space. 
It fits well in its new home in Stacy and 
Rob’s high-ceilinged dressing area 
upstairs.

The Panepintos haven’t touched the 
heart pine floors. They also kept the 
original doorbell (which sounds like a 
bicycle bell) and the address sign from 
when the house faced Brewer Street.

Their contribution to the house 
focuses on maintenance and landscap-
ing. They hired landscape architect 

Stephen G. Pategas, owner of Hortus 
Oasis, to bring the grounds back to a 
semblance of historical accuracy.

Neither is very handy, but they’re 
getting the hang of this old-house busi-
ness. Stacy has developed a fondness 
for gardening. And, Rob says, “I’ve 
learned preventive maintenance. The 
wood on these buildings always needs 
to be replaced.” But, with a little love, a 
well-built piece of Winter Park’s his-
tory can go on for years to come.

Freelance writer G.K. Sharman is a regu-
lar contributor to Orlando Arts Magazine.

tHOugH tHE KItCHEN HAs BEEN MODERNIzED and the garage expanded, the Panepintos and 
previous owners have been careful to preserve the original hardwood floors and other historic touches.

14-19 Feature-1.indd   19 6/11/15   12:14 PM




