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LOOKING AT THE ALUMINUM AND GLASS

façade of Oakland’s Henry J. Kaiser
Building, one would never suspect
that it hides the little woodland
retreat pictured here. The three-
acre rooftop garden, one of the
largest in the world at the time of
construction in 1960, contains
mature trees, rolling lawns, a
pond, and a footbridge. Roof gar-
dens were not a new idea, but one
on this scale certainly was, the first
of its kind in an urban environ-
ment. THE RETREAT HAD AN ADDED

CACHE: it was privately owned.
Industrial tycoon Henry Kaiser,
who lived in a penthouse on the
28th floor, reportedly did not like
looking down at the roof of the
parking garage—an appendage to
the main building many floors
below—so he commissioned a gar-
den atop it. Celebrated as novel, it
inspired similar gardens around
the world, most of them public.
MIDCENTURY MODERN WAS IN FULL

SWING when the building was con-
structed at the edge of Lake
Merritt. Its stark face and sweep-
ing, curved shape raised eyebrows.
Architectural writer Pierluigi
Serraino wrote that it “looked like
it had been dropped from the
moon.” Ansel Adams was so taken
he photographed the structure
reflected in the lake surface. The
garden, designed by Osmundson &
Staley, seemed the perfect accesso-
ry for such a brash building. TODAY,

IT IS A POPULAR PLACE TO RELAX

among the flowering cherry trees
and magnolias. In 2007, it was
recorded by the Historic American
Landscapes Survey of the National
Park Service, whose collection at
the Library of Congress can be
viewed online at www.nps.gov/
hdp/hals/index.htm. 
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