
88   SUSQUEHANNA STYLE |  S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R  2 0 1 0 S E P T E M B E R / O C T O B E R  2 0 1 0  |  SUSQUEHANNA STYLE   89

WOW
FACTOR

One word captures 
the sentiment visitors 
commonly express 
when they enter 
Rob and Deborah 
Barber’s home in 
downtown Lancaster: 

WOW.

 by Stephanie Anderson Witmer
Photography by Donovan Roberts Witmer

Clean lines, sleek modern 
appliances and bold 

patterns blend seamlessly 
to create striking visual 

impact when entering the 
Barbers' Lancaster loft.
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There’s the old-fashioned cage-door service elevator that opens 
right into the condo. There’s the cool, clean industrial feel of the 
high ceilings, exposed-brick walls and glossy cement floor. There’s 
the colorful, eclectic artwork, much of it created by local artists. 
And then there’s the view, courtesy of tons of large windows, of 
the downtown cityscape, including the twelve church steeples the 
couple has counted, and the neighborhood’s old locust and mag-
nolia trees.

For the Barbers, the entire package was “wow”-worthy—and just 
what they’d been searching for. The couple had been living in Mount 
Joy for 15 years, but they longed to move into an old warehouse in 
downtown Lancaster and renovate it into a home.

“We always felt a draw to the city,” Rob says. “We had feelers out 
for three or four years.”

While they couldn’t find a warehouse that was available or that 
was feasible to renovate, they had been eyeing the already-renovated 
Grant Street property for a while before the condo’s previous owners 
decided to put it on the market.

Deborah says, “We’d driven by this property a number of times 
before it was ever for sale and had told friends, ‘If anything ever opens 
up in that building, let us know.’”

But finding the condo wasn’t the end of the process—the Barbers 
still had to sell their house in Mount Joy, which proved to be a chal-
lenge. The house was contemporary in a traditional suburban neigh-
borhood. Some potential buyers liked the house but were less enam-
ored with the neighborhood, or vice versa. 

Storage proved to be another challenge. Rob and Deborah went 
from multiple closets and a full basement to just one storage room  
several floors down, in the condo’s garage. 

Deborah says, “We actually mapped the room out in our base-
ment in Mount Joy. I can’t picture square footage—I have to see it. 
Rob taped it out and said, ‘This is how much room we have. We have 
to fit everything in here.’”

At 4,000 square feet, the condo is larger than the Barbers’ former 
home, but it has fewer rooms—meaning Deborah and Rob also had to 

get rid of a lot of furniture before they could move.
“It felt good, though,” Rob says. “It’s a great 

feeling to de-clutter. We ‘Craigslisted’ like crazy.”
After nearly a year of trying to sell their house, 

and then cleaning and purging their home of extra 

stuff, the Barbers finally moved into the downtown condo in March 2010.
As it turns out, the previous owners of the condo shared the  

Barbers’ taste and aesthetic. Rob and Deborah were able to easily inte-
grate their furniture, artwork and other decorative elements with what 
was already in the condo: cabinetry, stainless-steel kitchen appliances, 
the built-in bench in the eating area, most of the lighting, and the fix-
tures and furnishings in the two bathrooms and walk-in closets.

Likewise, the condo perfectly blends the new and the old, with the Bar-
bers’ modern furnishings and the building’s old industrial bones. Built in 
1920, Rob says, the property was a hatbox manufacturer until World War II, 
when the factory started making boxes for bayonets. According to Rob, the 
factory supplied these boxes to W.R. Case & Sons Cutlery Company, a knife 
manufacturer in, coincidentally enough, Deborah’s hometown of Bradford, 
Pennsylvania. He thinks the factory also made candy at one point, though 
he hasn’t had much luck in tracing the building’s history. About 20 years 
ago, a group of investors purchased the property and renovated it, giving 
the former factory a new life as a four-floor condominium complex.

Even though the space wasn’t the empty, gutted warehouse they had 
originally envisioned as their next home, the Barbers have added a great 
number of personal touches to their space. Rob, the vice-president of Bar-
ber’s Rentals in Harrisburg, has a background in construction. He built new 
doors for the coat closet and the pantry, which mimic the style of the ex-
posed outer door of the elevator. He also constructed the TV stand in the liv-
ing room and several frames for artwork. A paper prototype of the wooden 
bicycle he’s building hangs on one of the walls of the condo. 

It’s hard to pinpoint the SINGLE
MOST STRIKING ELEMENT

of the Barbers’ condo, housed in a
former factory on East Grant Street. 

A Sputnik-era light-
ing fixture defines 
the dining area, 
which looks out 
across the city from 
its third story perch.

Rob & Deborah Barber left 
a home surrounded by the 

farmland and fields of Mt. Joy 
when they relocated earlier this 
year to their warehouse condo 

in downtown Lancaster.
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“When it’s done,” Rob says, “we’re going to mount [the bike] on the 
wall as artwork.”

Much of the art the Barbers have displayed in their home comes 
from local artists and was purchased from local shops and galleries, 
including Mio Studio, Building Character, and Eastern Market, all in 
Lancaster. Furnishings like the mustard yellow tufted leather sofa from 
Mitrani at Home in Harrisburg, and others from Interiors in Lancaster, 
all work together as new, modern pieces that play well with antiques, 
collectibles and creations.

Funky and vibrant, the couple’s style doesn’t neatly fit into one 
category. Rob says that Deborah, the creative director of the Pennsyl-
vania Medical Society and a freelance graphic designer and interior 
decorator, has always received compliments on her decorating. The 
couple even works collaboratively as the team behind Barber Creative. 
Recently they designed the décor and branding for Prana Functional 
Manual Therapy, a holistic therapy center on Prince Street in Lancast-
er, which is owned by their sister-in-law.

For their own home, Deborah found a retro Sputnik chandelier on-
line and hung it over the corner seating area off the kitchen. She lay-
ered red and orange throw pillows in batik-like patterns on the curved 
built-in bench. Different woods mix with metal barstools at the marble-
topped island in the kitchen. The living-room coffee table is actually 
modular outdoor furniture from Lancaster’s Patio at Penn Stone that 
once had a spot on the Barbers’ old patio. Deborah re-covered furni-
ture that was in their former home in new, colorful fabrics to make it fit 
better in their new home. An Art Deco–style end table and lamp from 
the 1950s (a consignment find from Blissful Domain in Lancaster) sit 
alongside one of the couches, and a velvet-covered chair that Debo-
rah’s mother found at an estate sale rests next to a table in the hallway.

Some pieces hold sentimental as well as aesthetic value, including 
a set of embroidered silk pajamas displayed in a frame in the hallway. 
The pajamas and a kimono, which hangs in the guest bedroom, were 
brought back from Japan and given to Deborah’s grandmother by an 

old flame the family never knew existed until 
recently. There are mementos from the couple’s 
travels, too: a vase from Greece, a candle from 
Colorado, a photograph of peacock feathers, 
which hangs in the master bath, that Deborah 
took in the Dominican Republic.

Nevertheless, the different styles, colors, 
time periods and geographic locations that are 
represented all fit, seemingly effortlessly. 

“I just buy what I like,” Deborah says. “If I stay true to that, it always 
seems to work together.”

City living in a warehouse loft has proved very different from 
suburban neighborhood living for the Barbers. There have been little 
things to get used to, like the fact that all of the cabinets in the kitchen 
are located under the counters instead of also above. 

Deborah says with a chuckle, “My sister-in-law is a physical thera-
pist, so she’s been instructing me on how to bend down to get things 
so I don’t pull my back out.”

Everyday dishes and glassware reside in cabinets underneath a 
long sideboard-like counter that runs along the wall adjacent to the 
kitchen. It doubles as a bar when the couple entertains, which they 
do frequently. 

Deborah’s brother and sister-in-law live around the corner, and 
they frequently pop by with their children to visit. The couple even 
bought a pool table to fill the space between the eating area and the 
living room—which was Deborah’s idea.

“I can’t play for anything,” she says. “I just wanted one. I thought 
it would be fun.”

Rob teases his wife, quipping, “I think it’s cheaper to fill a 12-by-
12 space with a pool table then to let her go into a furniture store and 
actually buy furniture.”

Two other parts of the home have allowed the Barbers to spread out 
more, as well: His and hers walk-in closets. The master bedroom opens 
into the master bath, which leads first into Rob’s closet and then through 
to Deborah’s. The closets are a study in contrasts. Rob’s closet is spare and 
masculine, in floor-to-ceiling black with light laminate storage by Cali-
fornia Closets. Deborah’s very feminine closet, on the other hand, is all 

OPPOSITE: 
Design details 
include his and hers 
custom dressing 
rooms, a warehouse 
elevator entrance 
into the loft (center), 
layers of punchy 
fabrics and a 
growing collection 
of local art.

FUNKY and VIBRANT, the
couple’s style doesn’t neatly

fit into one category
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lightness and white, with a delicate chandelier hanging 
from the ceiling and a soft white flokati rug on the floor. 
An ornate façade, which Deborah believes is an antique, 
frames the full-length mirror. 

“In my old closet,” she says, “I had gotten to the 
point when I bought a new pair of shoes, I had to get 
rid of an old pair of shoes because there wasn’t any 
room. Now I have room to expand!”

With the addition of a new big open space, how-
ever, came the loss of an old one: Their yard. She and 
Rob had landscaped their old yard in Mount Joy almost 
entirely themselves, and it was a place they liked to sit 
in and enjoy regularly. Deborah admits that was one 
aspect of the move about which she was apprehensive. 

Ironically enough, they have found themselves en-
joying the outdoors more now than they ever had. 

“I was a little worried that I might miss [having a 
yard],” Deborah says, “but I have not felt that at all. I love 
being able to see the trees. We have access to the roof, so 
we can sit up there and take in the outside. And because 
we’re walking more, we’re outside a lot more than we had 
been in our old house.”

Even though the two both commute from Lancaster 
to Harrisburg during the workweek, Rob and Debo-
rah find themselves walking nearly everywhere when 
they’re back at home. They’re thrilled by the amount 
of dining, shopping and entertainment options down-
town Lancaster provides—and the fact that they’re able 
to regularly forgo driving for walking.

“It’s something that’s very different for us than what 
we had in the past,” Deborah says. “It was something that 
we were really looking for, to bring more activity into our 
lives instead of sitting in front of the TV. We both have com-
mented that ever since we’ve been here, you really don’t 
feel like sitting inside—you want to be out and about.”

It’s rare to find everything you’re looking for in 
a home, but it seems the Barbers have managed it—
space, style, location and everything in between.

“It was truly one of those things that when we 
walked off the elevator that first time with the owner 
and saw it, we just got that feeling of, ‘Ahh, this is 
exactly what we’ve been looking for,’” Deborah says, 
smiling. “It was perfect.”  SS

OPPOSITE: A master bath 
features a soaking tub and 
glass surround shower. The 
addition of a pool table adds 
an element of fun to the 
large, open living space. 

THIS PAGE: The master bed 
sits low to the floor, dappled 
with light filtering in through 
the room's large warehouse 
windows.

Different styles, colors
& time periods are
represented, SEEMINGLY

EFFORTLESSLY


