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Simply the Best

AA HAWK SOARS IN LOW under the tree canopy before grabbing onto its perch up in an ancient, mas-
sive oak. Master of stealth, the raptor doesn’t make a sound with its wings or its beak—what it does make 
is a presence. Nancy Mann stops mid-sentence to admire its flight pattern and find where he has chosen to 
strike a statuesque pose upon landing. This particular property has a way of compelling its visitors to pause 
for a few moments to imbibe life, the simple things and the sensory-arousing beauties of the natural world. 

Here on eight acres of preserved land in the center of Aiken, a historic farmhouse with a barn and a 
newly constructed guest cottage holds a story and a vision. Mann, a local architectural designer with an 
affinity for equestrian estate projects, was commissioned by owner Wendy O’Brien to restore the worn 
property such that it reflected its late 1800s heritage while showcasing a tempered rustic style threaded by 
the raw, real personality of its loving matriarch.  u

A labor of love honoring Wendy O’Brien’s late husband,
the exquisite yellow farmhouse on the rail of the training

track celebrates nature, history and family.

BY MONICA DUTCHER • PHOTOGRAPHY BY STEVE BRACCI

Left: A stepping-stone pathway of recycled granite curb curves through a majestic stand of gnarly-jointed magnolias and live oaks that dip their elbows toward 
the ground. Above: In one corner of the kitchen garden, a family of sculpted metal foxes frolic under a tree. 
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TTucked back off Audubon Drive across from steeplechas-
ing’s Ford Conger Field, the serene compound is situated on 
a curve of the Aiken Training Track’s rail—a perfect vantage 
point for a passionate equestrian who is a world champion-
ship carriage driver and avid supporter of STAR (specialized 
therapeutic and recreational riding). O’Brien and her late hus-
band Danny moved to Aiken from New York about 10 years 
ago and immediately fell in love with the property. Unfortu-
nately it was under contract at the time, forcing them to tear 
their hearts away from the house and choose another place 
in town. After Danny passed away several years later, the 
farmhouse reappeared on the market, at which point O’Brien 
asked Mann if she would help her restore the property in 
memory of Danny.  “I am lucky enough to own the best house 
in Aiken,” says O’Brien. “He [Danny] and I both joked with 

the previous owner about wanting her property. She would 
say, ‘Get in line!’  I am so fortunate to have been in the right 
place at the right time.”

“This is a romance,” says Mann. “There is a contentment 
and peace here because it truly was a labor of love.” As with all 
of her clients, Mann set out to discover, plan and repurpose 
a space that would effectively trumpet the project’s vision. 
Although O’Brien is deaf, Mann got to know her intimately 
and the two optimally communicated to ensure exquisite 
execution of an intricate refurbishment involving land con-
servation, historical preservation legalities, new construction 
and consensus with Aiken’s Design Review Board. In just a 
year’s time, Mann and her team resurrected a protected prop-
erty that cannot be torn down, cradling a concept that at once 
reflects Aiken’s heritage and O’Brien’s deepest sentiments. u

“There is a contentment and peace here because it truly was a labor of love.”

One corner of the main house’s wrap-around porch offers a rail-side vantage point for viewing the Aiken Training Track and its daily equestrian activities. 
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Top: Enclosed by a white picket fence, a colorful kitchen garden, planted with herbs, vegetables and cutting flowers, is just steps from the kitchen and living 
room. Bottom: At a distance from the main house and guest cottage, the existing barn was given a new exterior, a coat of yellow paint and proper horse
windows to link it architecturally to the rest of the buildings on the compound. 
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BBeyond the round, pebbled driveway, the property greets 
with a dense, snaking hedge that flanks both sides of a charm-
ingly petite, square accent gate. Through the gate, a plush 
green carpet of lawn rolls toward a quaint four bedroom, 
two bathroom guest cottage before sweeping up a gentle hill 
to the farmhouse, rising in steep, multi-gabled majesty. The 
main house’s original exterior clapboard is painted a calming, 
honeysuckle yellow that marries well with a simple, kale green 
roof. A stepping-stone pathway of recycled curb from the city 
of Augusta curves through a stunning arrangement of gnarly-
jointed magnolias and live oaks that dip their elbows toward 
the ground. “The trees are really old and marvelous,” says 
Mann, who diligently considered the existing foliage during 
the landscaping phase of the project.  

Once on the front porch, which wraps around one side of 
the two bedroom, two-and-a-half bathroom house, it becomes 
immediately clear—almost like a fluttering surprise—that 
you are railside at the Aiken Training Track, separated only 

by a corner of lawn and hedge. A horse with rider is canter-
ing around the bend for some early morning exercise; you 
can hear its hooves rhythmically pounding against the earth. 
Although the view beckons, so does the house with its cus-
tomized, wooden front door, designed with the simplicity and 
beauty of tradition in mind. Inside, a long, wide hallway of 
gleaming heart pine and antique oil paintings stretches down 
the center of the house. To the left, a cozy library is floor-to-
ceiling with books packed into cubby-hole-like shelves. The 
walls in here are textured, an effect Mann created using a 
technique wherein she raked across different layers of color. 
The final hue is a dark, burnt clay, which recalls the tones in 
the tasseled curtains O’Brien selected for the room. Crafted 
out of a fabric from her collection, the curtains feature a scene 
reminiscent of the Elysian Fields, where deer are at rest in an 
enchanted forest of big flowers and leafy trees. Natural light 
glows through the threads, imbuing the space with a gentle 
warmth that is conducive to contemplation.  

Natural light glows through the threads, imbuing the space
with a gentle warmth that is conducive to contemplation.
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A
A thin, fur-like Brazilian rug pieced in a tan-beige-brown 

checkerboard pattern, along with champion medals and 
ribbons for the 2014 United States Equestrian Federation’s 
National Horse of the Year, add to the understated rugged-
ness of the library. “This is Wendy. You can’t really replicate 
it; you can’t put her in a box,” says Mann of the interior 
design. “It is what it is. She keeps it natural. It’s homey, it’s 
comfy; you’re not afraid to sit anywhere. She is not a showy 
person.” To the contrary, O’Brien is a real hands-in-the-soil 
type of woman who grows her own vegetables and flowers, 
raises pigs at her farm in Aiken and makes and preserves her 

own jellies and jams. 
Back in the hall, an organic eclecticism is reflected in  

the assortment of antique plates, baskets, treasured knick-
knacks and a decorative pig arranged on a dark brown 
distressed hutch. The stately heirloom is guarded on one 
side, a little farther down the hall, by a full size antique 
wooden carousel pig. In any other home, the piece might 
seem out of place, but in this unique farmhouse it fits right 
in, complementing the textures and tones throughout as 
well as the smaller, porcine-themed treasures that are placed 
here and there. u

Opposite: A wide hallway of gleaming heart pine leads through the center of the house to the kitchen. The majestic wooden carousal pig takes his place among 
the other porcine collectibles displayed throughout the house. Above: Originally a bedroom, the cozy library is filled with floor to ceiling books, meticulously 
organized for easy retrieval by O’Brien. A display of 2014 USEF Horse of the Year championship ribbons attest to the homeowner’s impressive achievements.  
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TThe wood of the hutch ties well to the 
dining room table set across the hall from 
the library. Nearly black, the elegant table 
matches the ornately-backed chairs that 
are upholstered in a wide, bright green-
and-cream checkerboard fabric, the 
same used for this room’s curtains. The 
iron chandelier, paired with the table 
and chairs, evokes an almost medieval 
atmosphere, especially when you consid-
er the fact that all formal dinners hosted 
here are by candlelight only. There are 
tapers in the chandelier and in holders 
on the mantel and side tables. The mix-
and-match china and decorative plates, 
however, are illuminated in the tall, glass 
hutch, positioned opposite a wall of long 
windows that offer unobstructed views 
of the track. Above the mantel, a massive 
oil painting of foxhunting in action is a 
noble finish to the dining experience. u 

Tapers in the
chandelier, on the 
mantel and side 

tables are the only 
sources of light  
for formal meals 

hosted in the  
dining room. 

Opposite: Invoking an almost medieval feel, the 
elegant dining room offers an unobstructed view 
of the Aiken Training Track.   
Right: One of the only sources of traditional 
illumination in the dining room, a glass front hutch 
displays a beautiful collection of antique porcelain 
plates and serveware. 
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NNext to the dining room, a sunny living area opens up in 
a palette of popping colors. A breathtaking mural of West 
Point Foundry stretches across one wall, above an unassum-
ing plaid couch set with inviting embroidered and tasseled 
throw pillows. By the window, plush partner chairs, uphol-
stered in a snappy red fabric with an elaborate white pattern, 
match the curtains and bring out the brilliant red feathers in 
two authentic Brazilian headdresses above the mantel. The 
room opens further into a spacious, sun-bathed breakfast 
nook, again with premium vistas of the track, and then flows 
seamlessly into the kitchen.

Although a myriad of glossy plates, vases, glassware 

and various other vessels beam from lit, glass cabinets, the 
kitchen exudes an earthiness, with its dark wood counter-
tops and overlooking view of a colorful and viney cottage 
garden. Enclosed by a white picket fence and swelling with 
tomatoes, heavy-headed black-eyed Susans and a variety of 
other robust cutting flowers and vegetables, the garden is 
straight out of a Jane Austen novel—pastoral, contempla-
tive and measured. A weighty, antique wooden workbench, 
which belonged to O’Brien’s father, may be rolled around 
the kitchen for use as an island or bar. “She [O’Brien] has a 
way of taking something with family history and using it in 
everyday life,” says Mann. 

Above: A mural of West Point Foundry stretches across one wall of the sunny living room. Opposite: Overlooking the track and kitchen garden, the breakfast 
nook is the perfect place to observe daily equine activity.  Inset: Fitted with wheels, an antique workbench once belonging to O’Brien’s father can be moved as 
needed for an island or bar.   

“She has a way of taking something with family history and using it in everyday life.”
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AA staircase, which drops into the kitchen and rises above 
the guest bedroom, was added by Mann to transform the attic 
into accessible living space. “It was originally an open, raun-
chy attic with no flooring. You had to balance on joists and 
hope you didn’t fall through into the room below,” she says. 
Now it is a veritable suite, with a master bedroom and bath-
room, gas warming fireplace, dressing room, storage closet 

and office/sitting area. At the top of the staircase, a small, sky-
lit landing with a short corner bookcase and reading chair 
hints at the hideaway ahead. Though the office and bedroom 
share an open floor plan, the roof pitching and low beams 
preserve intimacy and create a sense of sectioning without 
divisive walls. “We kept a lot of corners and angles and put up 
ship lap to keep it cozy,” says Mann. u 
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AAgain, the furnishings are simple and antique, fostering 
an appreciation for what is natural and what holds meaning. 
Another Brazilian rug spreads out on the floor between the 
bedroom and office, each of which has a decorative deer on 
display. The metal one above the bedroom’s fireplace man-
tel is part of a sylvan arrangement, bookended by two tall, 
cylindrical glass vases filled with thick bundles of twigs, beige 
feathers and white flowers. O’Brien’s penchant for the rustic 
is expressed in the master bath, where two sinks are set into a 
distressed wooden vanity. Above, a large mirror is framed by 
wide, aquamarine, hammered metal that is, by design, chipped 
with character. A large soaking tub reclines in the natural light 
streaming through the rail side window. Around the corner, 
a glass, three-dimensional starburst light hangs high above, 
leading the way to a roomy glass shower, one of the best places 
to watch the sun rise over the track.    

Downhill from the farmhouse, the guest cottage 
maintains the same yellow exterior and includes a guest 
bathroom that shadows the organic textures of the main 
house’s master bathroom. Here, a single, light wood vanity 
is cut across the top with deep saw marks. Turquoise knobs 
on the drawers provide an exciting contrast and recall the 
turquoise paint that is haphazardly (by design) rubbed into 
the grooves of the wood mirror frame above the sink. This 
bathroom is between two bedrooms, each of which opens 
with French doors onto a porch that faces a deliciously 
inviting, in-ground lap pool. The black gunite bottom and 
adjacent wildflower garden transport you to a secluded, 
elixir-of-life mountain pond. Although the poolside bed-
rooms each include two twin beds and shiplap walls, they 
have very different personalities. One sports an eclectic 
safari theme, with zebra photographs, throw pillows and 
bedding, and wide, blue-and-white checkerboard curtains. 
The other features a classic, clean décor of all-white linens 
and traditional, simple wooden furnishings. A stunning 
Hitchcock ceiling adds interest to the room.  

Above: The bedroom  Left: A fireplace...

***

Left: An unfloored attic space was transformed into a cozy master suite 
that includes a bedroom, bathroom, office and spacious dressing room and 
closet. A gas fireplace (top) with rustic tile surround and a distressed wood 
vanity (bottom) invokes the ambiance of a French country cottage.
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TThe opposite and front side of the cottage mimics the 
floor plan of the pool side, and includes the most fanciful 
room on the property. Designed with visiting grandchil-
dren in mind, one of the guest bedrooms features two sets 
of built-in Scandinavian bunk beds with ample storage—
drawers, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and secret cubby 
holes and pop-open cabinets. “It’s a kid’s adventure in 
here,” says Mann. “Going to bed at night—it’s like you’re 
in a sort of womb. Scandinavian design is simple but real-

ly, really functional. There’s a lot of rhyme and reason to 
it.” The functionality is enlivened by bold, jewel tones of 
candy-cane red—used for the drawer knobs and book-
shelves—and a rubbed-through blue-green for the bunks 
and ladders. Adding a subtle yet powerful touch are small 
hand-painted, golden wheat chaffs on the bunk frames. 
Like the blue-green paint, says Mann, the images have been 
rubbed through to make them “look like they’ve been there 
for 100 years.” u

An in-ground lap pool and adjacent wildflower garden
transport you to a secluded, elixir-of-life mountain pond.

Above: Designed to blend seamlessly with the farmhouse, the guest cottage features two, two-bedroom suites joined by a bath, each opening on opposite sides 
of the cottage through French doors onto a porch. One porch overlooks a gunite pool and wildflower meadow; the other overlooks the front of the property.  
Below: Featuring a crisp blue-and-white color scheme, this guest room employs a whimsical zebra motif that’s even reflected in the striped walls. 
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AAgain, the furnishings are simple and antique, fostering 
an appreciation for what is natural and what holds meaning. 
Another Brazilian rug spreads out on the floor between the 
bedroom and office, each of which has a decorative deer on 
display. The metal one above the bedroom’s fireplace man-
tel is part of a sylvan arrangement, bookended by two tall, 
cylindrical glass vases filled with thick bundles of twigs, beige 
feathers and white flowers. O’Brien’s penchant for the rustic 
is expressed in the master bath, where two sinks are set into a 
distressed wooden vanity. Above, a large mirror is framed by 
wide, aquamarine, hammered metal that is, by design, chipped 
with character. A large soaking tub reclines in the natural light 
streaming through the rail side window. Around the corner, 
a glass, three-dimensional starburst light hangs high above, 
leading the way to a roomy glass shower, one of the best places 
to watch the sun rise over the track.    

Downhill from the farmhouse, the guest cottage 
maintains the same yellow exterior and includes a guest 
bathroom that shadows the organic textures of the main 
house’s master bathroom. Here, a single, light wood vanity 
is cut across the top with deep saw marks. Turquoise knobs 
on the drawers provide an exciting contrast and recall the 
turquoise paint that is haphazardly (by design) rubbed into 
the grooves of the wood mirror frame above the sink. This 
bathroom is between two bedrooms, each of which opens 
with French doors onto a porch that faces a deliciously 
inviting, in-ground lap pool. The black gunite bottom and 
adjacent wildflower garden transport you to a secluded, 
elixir-of-life mountain pond. Although the poolside bed-
rooms each include two twin beds and shiplap walls, they 
have very different personalities. One sports an eclectic 
safari theme, with zebra photographs, throw pillows and 
bedding, and wide, blue-and-white checkerboard curtains. 
The other features a classic, clean décor of all-white linens 
and traditional, simple wooden furnishings. A stunning 
Hitchcock ceiling adds interest to the room.  

Above: The bedroom  Left: A fireplace...

***

Left: An unfloored attic space was transformed into a cozy master suite 
that includes a bedroom, bathroom, office and spacious dressing room and 
closet. A gas fireplace (top) with rustic tile surround and a distressed wood 
vanity (bottom) invokes the ambiance of a French country cottage.
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TThe opposite and front side of the cottage mimics the 
floor plan of the pool side, and includes the most fanciful 
room on the property. Designed with visiting grandchil-
dren in mind, one of the guest bedrooms features two sets 
of built-in Scandinavian bunk beds with ample storage—
drawers, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and secret cubby 
holes and pop-open cabinets. “It’s a kid’s adventure in 
here,” says Mann. “Going to bed at night—it’s like you’re 
in a sort of womb. Scandinavian design is simple but real-

ly, really functional. There’s a lot of rhyme and reason to 
it.” The functionality is enlivened by bold, jewel tones of 
candy-cane red—used for the drawer knobs and book-
shelves—and a rubbed-through blue-green for the bunks 
and ladders. Adding a subtle yet powerful touch are small 
hand-painted, golden wheat chaffs on the bunk frames. 
Like the blue-green paint, says Mann, the images have been 
rubbed through to make them “look like they’ve been there 
for 100 years.” u

An in-ground lap pool and adjacent wildflower garden
transport you to a secluded, elixir-of-life mountain pond.

Above: Designed to blend seamlessly with the farmhouse, the guest cottage features two, two-bedroom suites joined by a bath, each opening on opposite sides 
of the cottage through French doors onto a porch. One porch overlooks a gunite pool and wildflower meadow; the other overlooks the front of the property.  
Below: Featuring a crisp blue-and-white color scheme, this guest room employs a whimsical zebra motif that’s even reflected in the striped walls. 
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SSliding barn doors of the same texture and color as the 
bunks open to a short hallway, where, again, a guest bath-
room separates the two bedrooms. The red used for the 
bookshelves in the grandchildren’s quarters appears again 
in the bathroom vanity, crafted with long open shelving 
under a square sink. Adding to the playfulness, the top half 
of one of the shower stall walls is a funky montage of red, 
royal blue and yellow paned windows. It’s a uniquely bold 
fun design that showcases the creativity of Mann’s archi-
tectural genius. “It [my work] is a translation of what the 
client wants. The fabrics and colors are all Wendy’s. It’s fun 
and whimsical,” says Mann. “I trust her vision. With my 
clients, it’s not about me.” Modulating the bursting tones 
of the bathroom are the softer, rustic reds and pinks of the 
opposite guest bedroom. The double bed is made with a 
quaint, floral spread and set with a charming arrangement 

of accent pillows. A carved, wooden rabbit perched atop 
the dark, marble-topped bureau, a distressed wood-framed 
mirror and cozy bead board walls infuse the room with a 
soft, country atmosphere.     

Down from the guest cottage on the lower end of the prop-
erty, a barn and a corn patch sit quietly, almost in their own 
world, away from the houses and gardens but still connected. 
Other than a new exterior and installation of proper horse 
windows, not much needed to be done to the barn. Its yellow 
paint and traditional architecture link it to the other buildings 
on the compound, a truly personalized sanctuary where life, 
nature, history and family are celebrated. From the grounds 
to the interior furnishings, from the color schemes and build-
ing materials, O’Brien’s property is for the ages and a sound 
testament to the grand vision that began with a simple and 
beautiful romance.  f

Above:  Certainly the most engaging bedroom in the guest cottage, the children’s room is straight out of a Scandinavian fairytale. Bunk beds, complete with 
secret cubby holes, pop-out cabinets and built in shelves and drawers, were designed by designer Nancy Mann and custom built. Colorful hand-rubbed finishes 
and bedding are sure to make bedtime an adventure. Opposite: Other “adult” bedrooms are cozy and light-filled, complete with inviting vintage furnishings and 
fabrics reminiscent of an English country house. 
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“The fabrics and colors are all Wendy’s. It’s fun and whimsical...”
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“The fabrics and colors are all Wendy’s. It’s fun and whimsical...”
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