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Helenis af home in
the kifchen where
she is now adzpf at
making ket own
gtnuim—mcgm

Vo gsz!' s bread,
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1TOAST
OF

1THE
TOWN

The unpretentious nature

of HELEN KLISSER

DURING’S Connecticut home

1s only part of what KEEPS
FRIENDS and FAMILY

COMING BACK for more.

PHOTOGRAPHY Matthew Williams WOR DS Claire MoCall

PEOPLE WITHSTYLE

urprising asitmay seem,
Helen Klisser During
didn'tacquirethe secret
recipefor Vogel 'sbread
urtil 18 months age— even
thoughithasbesninthe
farnily for decades, Helen's
parents, Johanand Janna
Klisser, secured the New
Zealand franchiseforthe Swiss-developedloaf
inthe 1950, “They were ahead of their timein
recognising thehealth benefits ofbread that was
lowinfat, sugar and sodivrn andhigh infibre.”
When Helens parents came to visither athomne
inWeston, Connecticut last year,theyﬁnaﬁy
sharedtheformula. "My first atternpt at making
itwasafailare” shelaughs. Sincethen she’shad
plenty of practice, serving slices of wheaten
nostalgia to expat Kiwis, including former
PrimeMinister Helen Clark,

It'sbeen 26 years since Helen movedtothe
US, sprred by her then-husband Matthew
During’s fellowship inneuroscience at the
MassachusettsInstitute of Technology. Certain
that she’'d endupjoiningforces with her folks,
sheaccepted arole asmarketingmanager at
Pepperidge Farmn, amajor cornmerdal bakery
founded in 1937 by an enterprianghousewafe
inWestport, Connecticut. Five years later, her
parents sold Klissers Farrnhouse Bakeriesto
Geodman FielderWattie. “So much for my plan
toworkin thefamily business,” shesays.

Withtwo young chil dren (her boys, Max
and Zach, arenowin their 20s), shereinvented
herself. Her degreein arthistoryand a natural
passionforthe arts cametogetherwhen,
throughsodal connections, shesecured the
rightsto sell limited-edition Roy Lichtenstein,
DavidHockney and Robert Motherwell prints,
initiallyto cellectors inher neighbourhood.

Weston ispicture-postcard quaint, “Like
someplace out of a Norman Rodewell
painting,” says Helen. Less than 100km north
of Manhattan, it draws the affluent into its
rustic embrace. Grad ousmansons are dotted
along ariverbank nestled in bucolic enpanses of
areenspace Think towering oaks, frothy cherry
blossorns, red barnz, stenewralls and a town hall
with shutters and a bell tower. There are antique
stores, groceryand hardware shops and a wine
seller withmorethan 12 types of NewZ ealand
SauﬁgnonBlanc-— butnoart ga"eries.

Helenrealised that manylocals would bein
themarket for thetypeof art she was promeoting
Sheisnow anirtermational art adwiser and eurater
who lovesher job of bringing sericus collectors
and sellerstogether. >»
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de Kooning as "the happy artist” hangsin the
&droom.ﬁefowizﬁ Tinake a oéﬂtqj‘k&s}umg
the art books and{m‘a!‘oguas afiff the shows I go

to — from Kandinsky and Dicasso to Anish Kapoor,
Jeff Koons and Richard Serra. They're ke a receipt
of time." Facingpage: In the dining room, a striking
work by Mark di Suvero brings colour to the space.
ACloud I'mp by Frank Gehry hangs above the

Marcel Breuer tubular steel setfing Tworld love
fo own @ house in the B auhaus style,” says Helen,

:

She desaribesher two-storey, four-bedroom saltboxhouse
astnodest, Mot quiteshabby chic”shesrniles.

When areal estateagent showeditto her shefellinloveinstantly,
wowed bythe two acres ofland and thebig oak tree cornpletewith
ropeswinginthegarden. Twas devastated when wehad to trimback
thebranches and the swing was never put back "

Builtinthe 19605 thehorne, withitssymmetrical design, has
ashingercof, oak floors, afantastic fireplaceinthekitchen anda
weatherboard exterior that's rerniniscentnot only ofthe Martha’s
Vineyardholidayretreatsbut historically, ofhorne. “It feelsbeachy, as
if T am on perpetual vacation, But itsnot fancy” says Helen. "It'slike
theVolkswagen ofhouses”

Minorrenovations have madeit Helen's own. Sherippedup
the carpet, polished thefloors, putina soapstonekitchen counter
and sorne cabinetry handles sourced froma gernuine Prench bistre,
“Since lwasnewly divorced, it wasimportant for meto aeate
asenseof farnily. Many peoplelivein such grand places—they're
runningfrom oneheouseto another, but havenc sense of home.”

To that end, Heleninstigated 2 Friday-mght dinnerritual,
followingin the tradition ofher childhood. “Our family was not
religionsbut we were spinitual. On Pridays, the Jewish Shabbat, we'd
gettogether to light candles, eat challahleavesandroast chicken.”

InWesten, thisspirit continues in arorecasual ranner, Specal
friendsintheareabecame Helen's adopted family. People like Igor
Jozsaandhiswife Parnela Page, afilm-maker. “Igerisanarchitectand
theirhousehasfeatured everywhere,” says Helen, “So laminspiredby
his critid sm.” Corne Friday,if Helenislate completing the one-hour
journey from Manhattan, Parn and Igorlet themselvesin andbegin
tormake dinner— orraid the cookiecortainer as a stopgap. | always
leave homemade cookiesina ceramicjar on the counter. Asa working
rnother, it was importantto me to havethat so when Iwasaway; the
boys could comehome andknowthe cookieswere there”

GrammyAwardwinner Bass Titelmanis another regular guest.
He’s worked as a pro ducer with a string ofmusicians induding Eric
Clapton, Randy Newrnan, James Taylor and the Bee Geesbut when
he comesto Hdm’splace;he’sjustone of the arowd.

“Hehasbesnknowntosit at myupright piano andbelt ovt sore
Christrnas carols. make all my guests angfor their supper,” shejokes.

Her pasta dishes, plamp with cherrytomatoes and garlic,
followedbyhermama’sfarnons Dutchapple pie are often
served after extubition openings. She's hosted, among others,
documentarymaker Nathaniel Kahn, Roz Chast(cartoonist
for The New Yorker) and artist Tobias Putrih.

It’s the unpretenticusness of this heusethat draws peopleback,
an easygoing wel cometheir host gleaned fromher NewZ ealand
upbringing, Helenhas famishedthe place withrmainlymodernist
pieces, softened by colourful vintage Persianrugsand, of course, art.

“laderemodernistfurniture,” she says Soon after they married,
the Durings emigrated, so sadlyhadto leavemeost of their wedding
giftsbehindin New Zealand. Helen kept a silver platter givento
herbyher parents, anda pair of candlesticdes. But it was a colourful
Rietveld-style chair madeby a friend, film director Gregor
Tlicholas, that shernissedthemost. >
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Happily; she’ been ableto acquiremoremid-certury furniture, induding two Le
Corbusier conches, a Le Corbusier lounger, sorneMarcel Brener dining chairsand
an Eameslounger, Thesepieceshave stoodthe test oftime, theleather softened and
womnas theyearsrollby."T couldhave bought sorne cornfy sofasfrom Pottery Barn
bt itjust imntime.”

Another favouritepossessionisa Prank Gehry Cloudlamp, which hangs above
thedining table. Arnerica’smostfamons architect oncesaid of abuilding: " That isso
stupiddocking,itsgreat.” Thoseare thesentiments sheshares of the saunchedpaper
lightshade, "Its whirnsical and funny” One day when Andkland art curator Jane
8 Suthedand wasvisting and the pairhad put candles onthe tablefor dinner, the cloud
startedto puff. “Ttwas almostupinflames,”laughs Helen. Ever since, therehave been
nomoretall candles,

Naturally,the art hereis impressive, aliving gallery that Helenmovesand mises
up constantly. Alot of itwasgivento mebyartists who became friends” she explains.
Thisisalong-standing practice — Hel ensfirst gift was donated by Gavin Chileott.
£ “Weworked together at Clichy restaurartt in the dity. | gave him aridehome cne day
andhe gavernea drawingthat I stillhave, framed, inmybedroom.”

Max Girnblett, John Reymelds, Gretchen Albrecht and JudyMillar are herein
Kiwi carnaraderie, but Helen'srepertoire isalso globallyrich Among others shehas
worksby popartist Jasper Johns, abstract painter |ames Rosenquist, Winston Roeth,
saulptors Mark di Suvero and Michael Rees, and Dutch artist Ronald de Bloerne.

Butitisthree-dimensional objectsthat are her newlove, whichiswhy shehelped
tofacllitatethe commission ofa Cor-Ten steel Richard Serra installation at aprivate
saalpture park oneheournorth of Audkland.

A self-confessedworkaholic, Helen says shehastwo modes: “Fast andfaster”
AsVisual ArtsDirector of theWestport Arts Center, she curates five echibitions a
yearbut can't sayno to venturesthat are dear to herheart. Mostrecertly she arated
the Champians to EndMalaria edhibition at the United Nations. And, aspart of the
HopeinHaitiproject, she gave 50 disposable carneras to orphansthree months after
thedevastatingearthquake. "Thad the photos developed, exhibited them and then
soldthemto raisemoneyfor therebuilding of an orphanage”

When she'snot takingstepsto help others through art,she'staking steps of a very
different sort, during privateballet lessonswith her 74-year-old tator, Pan. Twicea
week sheheads to his studio ina ridety buildingin East Norwalk. Its worth theeffort
to clamber up three flights of stairsfor, at thetop, isa Parisian-stylesalon where she
practisesher pliés ona dance floor that’s 465m® —and gets it all to herself. “Trnust be
thedhubbiestballerinain Connedtioat,” shejokes.

Hislessonsaredoingthe trick though, Helen canbe seen on YouTube,
performing a Russian Cossack dance to Fddler on the Roof whileflipping pancakes
for her four-year-old niece, Lily.

Indeed herlifeis ke awonderful oil painting — layer upon layer of sarprises.

B <o’ aformernational i charnpion, an award-winning photojournalist and a

B none-too-shabbysailor."On'Wednesday evenings, Iim part ofa arewthatracesboats

in Southport. But dont tell anyonel'm petrified when thespinnaker needsto be
; hoi&t&émdit’sa]lmyresponsibﬂity.”

Althoughtheressaltwater inherblood,she'sfarmore cornfortablethese days
withherapron strings tied, behind amagnificently industrial stove, She’s thrilled
tonavigate her waythroughreapes and get-togetherswithfriends and business
colleagues— and thehouse isher unremitting anchor. She likens thernoment s she
erjoysinitto US poet laureate Philip Levinesworks. “Theyreoften pithy, tender and
raW.Butthes;rlmvetime:toﬁndth&sﬂmces."-
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