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When you spend a lot of time on the remote end of an 
island, you can’t help but become attuned to the all-sur-
rounding beauty of the sea and sky. It’s that sensibility that 
informs the work of Montauk-based home designer Laura 
Michaels. Michaels was born in the New York City, but spent 
summer weekends as a child on the East End, going out with 
her grandfather on his fishing boat. Over the years, she came 
to love what she calls “the magical sunrises and sunsets, the 
calm and rage of the sea.”

Michaels—who has a background in jewelry and interior 
design and has also worked in digital marketing—returned 
as a second-home owner in 1999. While renovating her new 
digs, she stayed in a vintage motel on Old Montauk High-
way, where she was hired to freshen up one of the cottages 

before signing on to re-do the whole place. She eventu-
ally started working part-time in Montauk in 2009. In 2014, 
divorced and with her only child off to college, she finally 
moved there permanently.

Soon, she was buying, renovating and selling nearby 
properties, and today her eponymous company specializes 
in ground-up residential design projects, for which she collab-
orates with architects, contractors, energy consultants and 
landscape designers. “I’m there to set a vision with the client 
and pull it all together,” she says. “And then to work with the 
team to make it all happen.” 

The common thread: homes (many with water access) 
given a clean, modern look with design elements that 
are environmentally friendly, including such recycled and 
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A mix of white and 
Lucite gives this tiny 
cottage an airy feel.
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sustainable materials as reclaimed flooring and cellulose 
insulation. Geothermal heating, solar panels and other green 
technologies are also typically employed. “Modern design 
isn’t just a visual aesthetic,” Michaels says. “It’s a state of 
mind. It’s being able to embrace technology in order to cre-
ate simplicity and to tread lightly on the environment.”

Her work includes a 812-square-foot former navy barrack 
that was moved from the original town of Montauk to near-
by Fort Pond and reimagined as an airy waterfront haven; 
a modern-yet-cozy renovated 1960s cottage, also on Fort 
Pond; and a two-story, form-meets-function surfers’ home 
near Ditch Plains that makes the most of its restricted lot. All 
of them have distinct personalities, but they share Michaels’s 
twin goals of both showcasing nature and protecting it.

When Michaels tore down all but one wall of the barracks 
to its foundation, for example, she kept the original footprint 
but added plenty of windows to let in the outdoors and give 
a more open vibe. She often uses reclaimed floor planks 
in differing widths to lend a textural element as well as for 
environmental reasons. “I think the first thing people see in a 
home is the floors,” she explains. And she loves seasonal cut-
ting gardens that let clients decorate with flowers from May 
through September. “So that you can just go outside and 
clip a hydrangea or a peony and bring it back inside.”

That said, balancing indoors with out can sometimes be 
tricky. The kitchen of the ’60s cottage, with its 16-foot sliders, 
needed light fixtures that wouldn’t clank in the brisk winds 
so common to Montauk. Michaels’ solution? White rubber 
Muuto pendants. Such choices can result in something that 
is effortlessly beautiful as well as functional. When choosing a 
light fixture for the barracks-turned-beachhouse, she settled 
on a crystal Cellula chandelier that casts fiery rainbows on 
the walls when the sun sets beyond west-facing windows. It’s 
a perfect metaphor for how Michaels is able to capture the 
pure essence of nature and bend it in ways that dazzle. “The 
way to live in nature,” she says, “is to let nature live in you, 
reflecting its presence.” 
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Vintage wrought-iron 
table and chairs sit 
beneath a pear tree on 
Fort Pond.

This deck of Brazilian 
ipe wood overlooks a 
nature preserve.

A modern take on 
cedar siding at a 
surfer’s home in 
Ditch Plains.
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