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T HE S UBURIBAN DY L L O F E 1l CiH I''E R HOMES

OVER THE GOLDEN GATE, south on Highway 101 down the San Francisco Peninsula, lies the legacy of
the postwar boom: chockablock subdivisions, cheek-by-jowl, around the bowl of the bay. Yet, if you
look close enough, another legacy lives on in coveys from San Jose to Palo Alto, north to Marin

County, and east over the Oakland hills—the space age progeny of Eichler Homes.

They were not so much houses as “machines in the garden”—descendants of Frank Lloyd Wright
and Germany’s Bauhaus—with command pod kitchens, wingspread roof lines ready for takeoft,

and windows to the sky.

The Eichlers touched down in California circa 1950, seat of the car culture ramping up in burgeon-
ing suburbs across the country. The automobile was the star of the American dreamscape, a rocket-
ship on the road with torqueflite transmission, taillights like afterburners, and windshields in

widescreen. V] Day meant the future was here, and everything from hair dryers to hanging lamps

went along for the ride.

Effused Architectural Forum, the Eichlers “hit the public like a new car model, with all the drawing

power of new design and the latest engineering.” A two-tone Chevy with rocket fins was right at

home with the Jetsonesque facade, nestled under the wing of a cantilevered carport.

Of course there was more than that going on under the hood.
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The Eichlers were unmistakable in their modernity, their single .
the ground, facades fairly opaque from the street, wlth flat or lo ’ﬁ%‘hed roofs,

some with steep, jocular gables. “Stark” some saic

fronts were a perfect foil for landscaping.

ries hugging

A QUINCY JONES ARCHITECTURE ARCHIVES
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Between 1949 and 1974, Joseph Eichler, a former
executive with Nye and Nisson—a foods distribu-
tor run by his in-laws—erected 11,000 homes, most
in the Bay Area. Defying conventional wisdom, the
maverick builder sought to bring modernism to
the masses, tapping a niche of buyers with cham-
pagne taste and a beer budget—“people with
upper class taste and lower middle class incomes,”
says his son Ned in Eichler: Modernism Rebuilds the
American Dream, a new book by architect Paul
Adamson, Marty Arbunich, and Ernie Braun, the
architectural photographer who originally shot the
homes.

Eichler sold to anyone who wanted his product,
period. In the days when racial covenants were
resigned from the National
Association of Home Builders in protest of dis-

common, he

crimination policies.

“My father never held a hammer, a saw, Or a
wrench in his hand. Still, he became a master
builder,” adds Ned. He had no design training,
either. Many say his genius was in finding talent.
Robert Anshen, a founding partner of Eichler
Homes and its first architect, picked up the
builder’s challenge on a dare,

Eichler recruited a stable of progressive, empath-
ic artists to design his projects, says Adamson,
Anshen and partner Stephen Allen, notables in
their own right, were soon joined by the firm of A,
Quincy Jones and Fredericlk Emmons, who went
on to win an achievement award from the
American Institute of Architects, Claude Oakland,
another architectural heavyweight, was another
long-time contributor,

Prefiguring management ideas of coming decades
Eichler cultivated a team approach between the

]

architectural firms, mixing up a cocktail of high
I .
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modern and California casual, taste-enhanced with top flight landscape designers like
Thomas Church. “Delighting the customer™ was no mere catch phrase; the architects
went door to door after owners moved in, getting feedback to nurture the next set of -
designs.

Eichler and his architects devised a nimble construction process, mostly from prefab
parts, that gave buyers a formidable bang for the buck. It was big living in a small pack-
age—seemingly much larger than the 1,000 square feet of the first homes—thanks to a
near-constant nudge of the design envelope.

And today, amid efforts to reshape the suburbs, the sleck and sexy “Thunderbird of
developer housing” is getting a fresh eye from a new breed of owner—in part the cus-
tomer catered to by Ikea, Crate & Barrel, Design within Reach, and other purveyors of
good design for the masses. Says former Eichler resident Ron Crider, “The modernist aes-
thetic raised consciousness in this country about design at its best, We see a resurgence of
this today as design again has become the center of all things new. The ‘less is more’ con-
cept truly is beneficial to us all as we grapple with economic and environmental issues”
Indeed, the Eichler has new relevance as a swath of structures becomes potentially eligi-
ble for the National Register of Historic Places, from an era that’s a challenge in terms of
what to preserve [see stories on pages 4 and 10].

Unfortunately, not all is blue skies around the bay. “The blessing and the curse of
Eichlers is that many happen to sit in the heart of Silicon Valley, where tastes among the
newly rich often run to freshly built Tuscan villas and medieval chateaus.” writes Patricia
Leigh Brown in the New York Times. “The Eichlers are particularly vulnerable to the tear-
down syndrome.”

Eichlers have always lived in a world of larger forces.

LEFT: W R WOODCOCK, AM SCHINDLER COLLECTION, UNIVERSITY ART MUSEUM, UIC SANTA BAREAR




It was luxury without ornament, simplicity without austerity. Next to the
dowdy homes glutting the market at the time, the Eichlers were light, fresh,
and modern—patio living served sunny-side up, California-style.

A, QUINCY JONES ARCHITECTURE ARCHIVES

Below and right: Braun's photos
“show stylish, casual furniture
and blissed-out models seemingly
caught unaware in the act of
being modern,” writes Susan
Kuchinskas in the San Francisco
Examiner. Yet the very modernity
of the product sometimes made
for a hard sell. Many people “sim-
ply didn’t understand the hous-
es,” says salesperson Munson.
Plus, the competition had a pack
of barbs aimed at the Eichler, like
its supposed flammability. “We
had an explanation for every

objection,” Munson says. She told
buyers, “Imagine the house cut
into two diagonal parts. On the
one side, the master bedroom,
the study, the living room, the
dining room—the adult side of
the house. On the other side, the
kitchen, the family room, the
three children’s bedrooms. ‘Isn't
that interesting,’ they would
say.”
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to life. Kahn, also a painter, dramatized the flexibility by turning the houses into a work of the-
ater. Along with his wife Lyda, a weaver, he pushed the palette with an array of animated
accents: feather duster bouquets, lab flasks filled with colored water, cheeses and salamis slung
from the kitchen ceiling, Whimsical still lifes, tribal art, and antiques coexisted with contem-
po classics by George Nelson and Charles Eames. The two made much of the artwork them-
selves, often paired with pieces from the Stanford Art Museum.

In a tour de force of skill, a promotional exhibit called “Art About the House,” the duo placed
the work in a play of the unexpected—in the fireplace, on the backyard fence—provoking an
unconventional take on house and garden. Customers took notice, and so did Life magazine.

The eclectic aesthetic, says Adamson, married America’s much-publicized ascendance in
modern art with the public’s exposure to foreign influences wrought by the war.

Kahn, artistic consultant for a decade, developed signature colors—Cabot stains in earthy
hues like brown and green for the outside and Zolatone for the kitchen. A thick, plasticized
industrial coating suitable for boat hulls, Zolatone had a spatter pattern that could hide stains.
Kahn got the manufacturer to retool the spatters to a smaller, residential scale. The result was
a variegated surface of multicolored flecks on a contrasting background.

Kahn’s own house (an Eichler, naturally) still models the look: The kitchen, a riot of color
with Zolatone cabinetry, takes a sharp left from the living room’s neutrals, where the upbeat-
hued cushions and ’60s mod-striped lamp from Italy carry the tonal scheme.

You don’t have to go modern to be modern, Kahn says, in response to today’s trend of turn-
ing Eichlers into retro sets replete with reel-to-reel tape decks, Danish teak ice buckets, and
orange globe barbecues.

[t was luxury without ornament, simplicity without austerity. Next to the dowdy homes gluts
ting the market at the time, the Eichlers were light, fresh, and modern—patio living served
sunny-side up, California-style. Success was swift.

Still, the avant-garde Eichlers weren’t everybody’s taste. The very features that the faithful
thought splendid, says Adamson, put off other potential buyers. Some “found the innovative
engineering intimidating, the indoor-outdoor relationship uncomfortable, the open plan lack-
ing in privacy, and the exposed construction insubstantial” Says Kahn, “For most people,
these houses were severe”

Yet they were a darling of the shelter magazines, an icon of the trend-setting West Coast
lifestyle. Says Thomas Hines in Blueprints for Modern Living: “Month after month, readers
throughout the country were whisked from Silverlake or Brentwood to Beverly Hills,
Pasadena, and Hollywood to look at California houses. The Readers Guide lists four times as
many references to California domestic architecture as to that of any other state from 1945 to

1947
California was the place to be.
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Open to Innovation
When it came to erecting an Eichler house, the soul of

the machine was a skeleton of hefty columns spaced

five or six feet apart, skyscraper style, topped with

Because the roof rests entirely on the post-and-beam frame, Adamson says,

“none of the walls are load bearing, and both inside and outside partitions

can be exceptionally lightweight. In fact, it was common to refer to the exte

rior cladding as a lightweight ‘skin’ fastened to the structural skeleton.”

wide beams. At a time when most homes were “stick
built” with wood studs a foot-and-a-half apart, the
post-and-beam system was perhaps the key innovation
integral to the vocabulary of sweeping space, striking
proportions, and floor-to-ceiling glass.

Ihe system was speedy and malleable, needing fewer
structural elements than conventional construction.
Cantilevered ecaves—an inexpensive by-product
became a signature in the Eichlers, stretched six feet

over south-facing windows.

Nonetheless, the houses were tricky to assemble: there was little room for
error and nothing to waste. Although most builders staged tasks sequential
ly—the subdivision a series of sites like a stationary assembly line— Eichler’s

way was rigorous, says Adamson. “By dividing the construction into 12 sepa

rate operations, each with its own crew, Eichler was able to pare down the
work so that no single task took more than a dav to « omplete At the end
of any workday, he could drive through a subdivision and evaluate its
progress. Wherever he spotted an incomplete task, he knew there was a
problem.” Eichler leveraged large scale purchases with suppliers, s

better product and price

e
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contemporaneous contemporaries /—\rapahoe AcreS, CO'OradO E

ARAPAHOE ACREs, the first postwar subdivision on the National Register of Historic Places, weds the
hard edge of the industrial aesthetic with the cozier touch of Frank Lloyd Wright. Each of the 124
homes, built between 1949 and 1957 just outside Denver, is an essay in expressive materials—
stone, brick, concrete block, wood, glass—unified by an austere palette of earth tones. Their hori-
zontal shapes, in a dance of angles counterpoised with the broad streets, sit in a landscape of
sweeping, park-like views. | In 1950, the initial units sold even before the press trumpeted the
opening of the model, dressed up with furnishings by Knoll and Herman Miller. Life featured the
“fine, mass-produced houses” in an article called “Best Houses Under $15,000.”
who designed the first offerings, left after a rift with builder Edward Hawkins over the goal of
low-cost housing. Hawkins, who valued style over economy, took over as architect, having studied
Wright’s handiwork up close while a contractor in Chicago. He tackled the job with a passion,
down to personally supervising the mixing of the exterior colors. Original residents recall his
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EUGENE STERNBERG,

advice (still followed today): “When in
doubt, use putty.” | AS WITH MANY
modern houses, privacy was the
byword. Much of Arapahoe Acres hides
behind screened forecourts, narrow
entry halls, and plantings designed to
make homes recede into their sites.
Inside, the living, dining, and kitchen
areas flow in one dramatic sweep,
with bedrooms and bathrooms clus-
tered for quiet. Outside, hidden lights
sculpt the nighttime facades.



Initiallv the post-and-beam system challenged the foreman and
his creWs “In construction, something unconventional —regard-
less of the fact that it may intrinsically cost less, will cost more—
because builders are unfamiliar with it.” says Adamson. Once the
crews got past the learning curve, the regimen ran well.

Generally, Eichler’s architects tuned their innovations to the
construction industry’s abilities, at a ime when America’s war
machine had seduced many with the dream of the factory-built
house. Not that the industry did not present its own obstacles. In
the early 1950s, building codes lagged behind technical innova-
tions—often requiring heavier construction than necessary—
and Fichler had ro go to Washington to lobby the FHA, whose
mortgage evaluators were scoring modern homes lower because
they were a perceived poor investment, a passing fad.

“Eichler was a relentless go-getter who knew what he wanted,
how to get to it, and how to get around the roadblocks and even
his own shortcomings”” savs Marty Arbunich, Adamson’s co-
author. “He refused to be swayved by associates or competitors
who saw greater profits in design shortcuts and inferior materials”

Tracts for the Future?
“Seen in a group—and Upper Lucas Valley [in Marin County] is
one of the best-preserved Eichler groupings anywhere—the sim-
plicity and near uniformity of the homes is hypnotic,” writes
Dave Weinstein in the San Francisco Chronicle. “A horsewoman
heads for the trails that start where the streets end. Oak- and
chaparral-dotted hillsides, so typically California, so normal,
make the rest of the neighborhood seem odder still. It's just the
houses, the beautiful hills, and the sky.” The place has its own
community center, pool, stables, cable TV—and no utility lines.
While tracts in the New Urbanist mode invoke traditional
imagery to sell the suburb of the future, the Eichlers, once dissed
as relics, look to some like the future is here. Not all agree.
“Eichlers legitimized the worst aspects of suburban sprawl and
the complete destruction of the street as a public space.” Daniel
Solomon, a San Francisco architect and UC Berkeley professor,
told the Chronicle after speaking at a forum on Eichlers spon-
sored by the university. With their near-blank facades, the homes
wrn their face from the street, says Solomon, and the subdivi-

sions—some far from town centers, with “resi-
dents only™ recreation facilities—are a formula for
insular living.

“They're part of the abandonment of cities and
older neighborhoods that we're only now starting
to recover from,” he said. “It only makes sense to
look at Eichlers in that context”

Says Adamson, “The Eichlers get pounced on as
part of suburban sprawl, elegant though they may
be. They may differ from the New Urbanist ideal,
but still fit what the average buver seems to want.
A sense of privacy, where you turn vour living
room to the backyard, suits the way people feel
about their home, and has since the "50s and "6os
when the middle class, freed from apartment liv-
ing, began to cultivate more private lives. The
notion of evervbody having a front porch with
eyes on the street is not really the way people feel
about life in the suburbs. We've transformed in
our relationships, for better or worse, by virtue of
the car and the way we live and work”

It only makes sense to use forms to suit that sen-
sibility, he says, and to that degree Eichlers stll fill
the bill. “You can choose. You're not forced to the
front to confront your neighbors. You can choose
to meet them at the community center or at the
park. Otherwise your house is vour place of
repose after work”

Yet, given the chance to re-do the Eichler for-
mula, he wouldn’t. “Building single family units
on quarter-acre lots is becoming irresponsible,
because we're chewing up nature and farmland.
It's better to densify” Adamson looks to Frank
Llovd Wright's idea of a four-home cluster, with
each unit turned outward for privacy.

Which makes the remaining Eichlers rare birds
indeed. Today, the houses go for half a million
dollars and up, and untouched gems fetch top
dollar. Meanwhile others masquerade as high-

Left: “How much
more pleasant a
room is if it has
light coming in
from both
sides,” Munson
would tell
potential buy-
ers. Interior
designer Matt
Kahn brought
his own voice to
the promo pack-
aging. He
advised Eichler,
“On Sundays,
when people are
coming through
the model
homes in large
numbers, you
should roast a
turkey in the
oven, you
should smell
food in the
house.” This was
especially
important, he
says, “because
one of the big
criticisms was
that [the open
plan meant that]
you couldn’t iso-
late the kitchen
odors from the
rest of the
house. You had
to turn that to
an advantage.”
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We showed how this was
mglona[ architecture designed for a
benign climate, perfect for the Bay Area.”
says Munson. “And we put a huge empha-
sis on the ‘no stairs,” and how the level
ness of the house induced you to keep
going outdoors.” Today, Munson takes the
message 10 a2 new generation, in her own
realty firm specializing in Eichlers. "it's a
home with a lot of emotion and a lot of
passion,” says daughter Shelly, an agent,
who grew up in an Eichler. *They are real-
Iy homes that wrap around you



