
Retrofitting a Jazz Icon’s Home
with Modern Comfort

By 1943, Louis Armstrong was already a world-re-
nowned celebrity, having introduced the uniquely 
American artform of jazz music to adoring audi-

ences around the globe. After spending so many years on 
the road, “Satchmo” permanently settled into an unassum-
ing two-story home in the multicultural neighborhood of 
Corona in the New York City borough of Queens with his 
wife Lucille. It would remain his primary home until 
his death in 1971.

Declared a National Historic Landmark 
in 1976, the home was bequeathed to 
the city upon Lucille Armstrong’s death 
in 1983, with her stipulation that the 
property be made into a museum de-
voted to her husband’s many accom-
plishments. 

The city designated City University of New York, Queens 
College to sift through the home’s belongings and Louis 
Armstrong’s extensive archives. The work took two de-
cades, and the Louis Armstrong House Museum (LAHM) 
officially opened for public tours in 2003.

The LAHM’s mission is “to sustain and promote the cul-
tural, historical, and humanitarian legacy of Louis 

Armstrong by preserving and interpreting 
Armstrong’s house and grounds, collecting 
and sharing archival materials that docu-

ment his life and legacy, developing pro-
grams for the public that educate and 
inspire, and engaging with contempo-
rary artists to create performances and 
new works.”
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The Louis Armstrong House in Queens, NY as it appears today and the 1940s when purchased by the Jazz legend and his wife.

When he was home, Louis would often 
entertain the neighborhood children on the 
front steps of the house in Corona, Queens.



Designed by architect Robert W. Johnson and built by Thom-
as Daly in 1910, the brick house underwent some changes 
when the Armstrongs took occupancy. The original porch 
was bricked in, and this space was added to the living room. 
The couple also had an attached garage built.

Befitting Louis’ status as a celebrity, the home was outfitted 
with mid-century modern appointments and amenities, 
including built-in kitchen appliances and a spacious wood 
paneled den with floor-to-ceiling bookcases. The Arm-
strongs further personalized the 
home with their choices of peri-
od-specific wallpapers, including 
a unique foil application in the 
master bedroom.

When Louis was not touring, 
recording, or performing at var-
ious national and internation-
al functions, the house was a 
meeting place for notable musi-
cians, celebrities, and civil rights 
activists of the day. In warmer 
months, “Pops” – as he was af-
fectionately known to his friends 
and neighbors – would regale the 
neighborhood youth with an im-
promptu tune or tales from his 
extensive travels delivered from 
the front stoop.

The Problem
As with many houses of its era, what the cozy home lacked 
was central air conditioning. While this situation was even-
tually mitigated during the Armstrong’s tenure with fans 
and window units, such stopgaps were insufficient for the 
museum’s preservation of its treasured artifacts not to men-
tion the comfort of visitors. In addition, the museum is a 
not-for-profit entity, so its indoor comfort solution had to be 
mindful of the organization’s monthly energy expenditures.

Fortunately, the preservationists 
involved with the museum had 
the perfect answer. 

The Solution
When asked how to best up-
grade the home with modern 
central cooling without disturb-
ing the original design and period 
finishes, the site architect and 
restoration contractors all an-
swered with The Unico System.

All had worked on historic prop-
erty renovations and knew Uni-
co’s track history of efficiently 
and comfortably cooling historic 
structures while leaving their in-
herent charms and original aes-
thetics intact.

The home’s mid-century modern kitchen was equipped with 
state-of-the-art appliances for the day, including built-in 
blender motors and cooktops.

A 4-ton Unico System air handler with a DX refrigerant coil 
situated in the cramped attic space.



They contacted Mike Raguseo with Energy Me-
chanical, Inc. Mike and his team have installed 
Unico in homes and businesses throughout New 
York City for almost three decades and, while they 
are no strangers to working on historic properties, 
this project did pose some challenges.

“One of the pluses of The Unico System, of course, is 
its ability to easily fit into historic structures with-
out the need for extensive remodeling,” said Mike. 
“But this home particularly required absolutely no 
disruption because of the need to preserve the site 
exactly as it was when the Armstrongs lived there.”

Mike and his crew were able to route the small 
supply tubing in closets and behind built-in cab-
inets – something that wouldn’t be possible with 
a traditional A/C system. “The foil wallpaper was 
especially troublesome because of its brittleness. 
Any scratch or tear can easily ruin the entire wall 
or ceiling. Luckily, The Unico System is so unob-
trusive you can barely notice the installed outlets.”

Energy Mechanical housed the air handling equip-
ment and plenum for a 4-ton Unico System for 
straight cooling with a DX refrigerant coil in the at-
tic space above the second floor. The conditioned 
air is distributed throughout the home/museum 
via twenty-six round outlets situated in the walls 
and ceilings of various rooms.

The Results
Not only do visitors feel comfortable in New York’s 
sweltering summer months, but the museum has 
seen a marked reduction in their monthly electri-
cal bills since the installation was completed in 
January of 2021.

We like to think Pops and Lucille would describe 
The Unico System as “cool, cool, cool!”
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Unico’s discreet round ceiling outlets don’t disturb the coziness of Louis’ den.

Drawers in the master bedroom’s built-in 
cabinets were temporarily removed to route 
Unico supply tubing through the back.

Outlets were installed with care so as not to 
damage the unique but brittle foil wallpaper 
in the master bedroom.

Flexible supply tubing was also routed 
through the negative space of some 
closets.

A round outlet blends into the original 
wallpaper in the ceiling of a bathroom.
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Unico, Inc. is the leader in Small-Duct High Velocity (SDHV) heating and cooling systems and other high-end HVAC systems. 
The company manufactures all of its products in St. Louis, Missouri, with over 125,000 square feet of modern manufacturing 
space. The company is well known for extensive use in older, architecturally unique homes and buildings as well as elite, 
high-end custom homes. The company is family owned and operated and is available throughout the United States and  
Canada, and in over 28 countries around the world.


