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Since 1954 the Regional Oral History Office has been interviewing leading 

participants in or well-placed witnesses to major events in the development of 

Northern California, the West, and the nation. Oral History is a method of collecting 

historical information through tape-recorded interviews between a narrator with 

firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-informed 

interviewer, with the goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical record. 

The tape recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and 

reviewed by the interviewee. The corrected manuscript is bound with photographs 

and illustrative materials and placed in The Bancroft Library at the University of 

California, Berkeley, and in other research collections for scholarly use. Because it is 

primary material, oral history is not intended to present the final, verified, or 

complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, offered by the interviewee in 

response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply involved, and 

irreplaceable. 

************************** *******  

All uses of this manuscript are covered by a legal agreement between 

The Regents of the University of California and Richard Bender dated 

March 5, 2012. The manuscript is thereby made available for research 

purposes. All literary rights in the manuscript, including the right to 

publish, are reserved to The Bancroft Library of the University of 

California, Berkeley. Excerpts up to 1000 words from this interview 

may be quoted for publication without seeking permission as long as 

the use is non-commercial and properly cited. 

Requests for permission to quote for publication should be addressed 

to The Bancroft Library, Head of Public Services, Mail Code 6000, 

University of California, Berkeley, 94720-6000, and should follow 

instructions available online. 

 http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/collections/cite.html  

It is recommended that this oral history be cited as follows: 

Richard Bender, ñReflections An Architectôs Journey: Living, 

Teaching and Practice in a World Without Walls,ò an oral 
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INTRODUCTION 

By Elizabeth Douthitt Byrne 

For more than 40 years Richard Bender has had a vital role in the success of the 

College of Environmental Design (CED) and the U.C. Berkeley campus.  With his 

background in civil engineering, architecture, construction, building technology, urban 

design and art, Bender has employed a holistic approach to educating designers and 

creating engaging and livable environments from individual houses, to museums, 

campuses and entire cities. 

As a faculty member in the Architecture Department, he taught thousands of students 

from 1969-1995, even while serving two years as Department Chair (1974-76) and 12 

years as Dean of CED (1976-88). After his retirement, in addition to his international 

urban design practice, he continued organizing ateliers or studios and directing the 

Urban Construction Laboratory. 

In his distinguished and wide-ranging international career in teaching and practice 

Bender has studied or worked with and/or been associated with some of the most 

influential artists, designers, builders and planners of the 20
th
 and 21

st
 centuries, 

including Walter Gropius, Marcel Breuer, Josep Lluis Sert, Mark Rothko, Frank Lloyd 

Wright, Pete Seeger, Norman Mailer, Buckminster Fuller, Renzo Piano, Daniel 

Libeskind, Margaret Mead, Le Corbusier, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, Saul Steinberg, I.M. 

Pei, Ada Louise Huxtable, Jean Nouvel, Fumihiko Maki, Reyner Banham, and many, 

many more. With his teaching and practice in New York, Greenland, Switzerland, 

France and Japan, he relishes learning and stimulating learning, bringing people 

together across disciplines. 

He accurately describes himself as a ñbee, picking up ideas here and dropping them 

there,ò ñmaking things come together and getting people together.ò Among his many 

ideas from which U.C. and CED benefitted were the Center for Community Design; 

the Center for Environmental Design Research; Environmental Design-1 (ED-1, the 

required introductory freshman studio); the Campus Planning Study Group; the 

International Summer Studio; Urban Construction Laboratory; the Campus Design 

Review Board; and ILAUD, the International Laboratory of Architecture and Urban 

Design.  

Based on the success of his design of the first ED-1 class, which used the campus 

itself as a tool for study (ñan introduction not just to the college, but for anyone on the 

campus, to learn something about architecture, planning, landscape, plants, treesð

learning this from the campusò) Bender developed the Campus Planning Study Group. 
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He won support, funding and participation from the Berkeley campus administration, 

and organized a group of graduate students to work with faculty and professionals on 

real projects of campus planning. Before working on plans for the campus, the Study 

Group tackled the history of the campus, showing the evolution of the different plans. 

Then, working with faculty in Art History, Journalism, and Law, as well as the local 

community and historic preservation groups, they researched campus buildings and 

landscapes and preserved twenty-five by placing them on the National Register of 

Historic Places.  Bender viewed the campus itself as an education, and the land and the 

landscape as more than their functions, establishing patterns of movement, inviting 

collegial experience, and creating opportunities for exchange. 

Bender was also involved in developing campus plans for U.C. San Diego, U.C. Santa 

Cruz, and the new campus at U.C. Merced. Beyond the University of California he 

was a founder of the highly successful non-profit BRIDGE Housing Corporation; 

developed the international Swords to Plowshares program that converts former 

military bases to community use; worked on numerous major Japanese and French 

housing, planning and education projects; advised the J. Paul Getty Foundation on the 

development of the Getty Center; helped plan the temporary New York Museum of 

Modern Art during renovation of their original building; and served as advisor to 

governments around the word on needs and opportunities for urban infrastructure. 

Using these contacts and ñthreadsò to connect people and ideas and institutions, he has 

also achieved wide recognition for his establishment of numerous international 

exchanges that enhanced the educational and design experiences of thousands of 

students and resulted in a better living environment for everyone.  

At a ceremony in June 1990 Chancellor Chang-lin Tien awarded him the Berkeley 

Citation.  

ñDick Bender is a remarkable combination of architect and civil 

engineer, who has done much for creating strong linkages for 

the profession with the engineering world. After service as 

Chair of the Department of Architecture, he spent twelve years 

as Dean of the College of Environmental Designða long time 

by any standard and particularly by Berkeleyôs. As Dean, he 

built and integrated the field of Building Science within 

Architecture, extended and defined the óWurster Dream,ô led 

the Architecture Department to preeminent national standing, 

and put new life into the Department of Landscape 

Architecture, bringing it to a position among the few best in the 

country. Quite a set of accomplishments. 

ñAnd he has made signal contributions in other ways as well. 

Dean Bender revitalized the planning process on the Berkeley 

Campus. He defined, instituted and led the Design Review 

Board. This has worked so well that he has been called upon by 

several other UC campuses to institute the concept there. And 
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he has left his mark on so many building projects that it must 

truly be said of him, as for others like Frederick Law Olmsted 

and John Galen Howard, that the campus itself as a built 

environment is in significant part his monument.ò 

The Chancellorôs wording is an excellent summation of the accomplishments of this 

remarkable and dedicated educator, architect, planner, and collector and disseminator 

of ideas.  

Elizabeth Douthitt Byrne, Librarian Emerita, UC Berkeley, Environmental Design 

Library 

25 January 2012 
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THOUGHTS TO INTRODUCE RICHARD BENDER  

By Allan Jacobs 

Dick Bender, as Dean of the College of Environmental Design, might well have been 

the last of a group that were leaders and achievers at the same time as they were 

relaxed, dare I say laid back, in what I think of as a Berkeley traditionðintense at 

times but also easy going, or so it seemed. Deans and non-deans were that way: Bill 

Wheaton, Joe Esherick, Vernon DeMars come to mind. 

Tennis and coffee were not unimportant in getting to know Dick and what was 

important to him; how he ticked. We played tennis early mornings. You can feel a lot 

across the net. Playing hard, loving the game and being out in the cool mornings as the 

first sun lit the Campanile. And there were countless morning coffees at Strada, with 

or without the adrenaline push from our sports. You get to know someone that way, 

and each of us did. I got to see the many sides of him. In these interviews, you will see 

them too. 

I think of Dick as very much an urban easterner, one who came west, adapted 

graciously, but always with strong Atlantic coast roots that extended to Europeôs 

urbanism via family history and his own early professional development. So, with Sue 

and kids, he came west with a love of cities and public places, one that started in 

Coney Island and Prospect Park in Brooklyn, grew with work, study and living in 

Manhattan and extended professional stays in Europe. In those places one travels 

mostly by foot or on transit. And so did he. Without cell phones, iPads, twitters, face 

books, and all the other distractions that seem to keep todayôs young people from 

being aware of their immediate environments, Dick experienced, looked at, noted, and 

came to appreciate urban places. Talking to him about cities was easy, and eventually 

we would spend time in many of them togetherðnot as much as either one of us 

would have liked, but times nonetheless. Cities, streets, public gathering places and 

the things that made them come alive were what engaged us. It was where all the 

pieces and people of the CED came together. 

Dick brought his passion of cities and urban life to his deanship at CED. The city 

planning folks and the socially oriented architecture folks could count on him as an 

ally to expanding ideas about looking at the physical world. No small matter.  There 

was a time when the Landscape Architecture Department (now LAEP) was in trouble 

with the administration and Dick found a way to save it. 

At student presentations, especially of city planning and urban design studio work, 

Dick had and still has a way that was slightly different than other colleagues, or the 

main stream, of looking at a problem or approach to possible solutions. He pushes 
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boundaries. I donôt always understand where heôs going but heôs pushing and 

expanding people. I have a hunch that a good part of his consultancies around the US, 

in Japan, in France, and more, come from this quality. He looks to a richer view of 

research and creative work than is the norm. 

That richer, different, view is perhaps what also drives his life partner and author, Sue. 

Each has a lot to do with what the other is. 

Over the years Iôve spent a lot of nice times with Bender, learning, hypothesizing, just 

shooting the breeze, on and about the Campus and the College, in our international 

studios, with friends from all over the globe, at cafesða particular January time in 

Venice comes to mindðit all came together with colleagues. with students, learning 

from and with other people, places and cultures. Itôs been fun.   

Allan Jacobs, Berkeley, California  

17 February 2012 
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THE WORLDS OF RICHARD BENDER  

By John Parman 

Jung says that in the first half of your life you integrate: you get it all together, 

educate yourself, get a family. But the second part of your life is the time to 

disintegrate - not to fall apart, but to develop the richness of the parts. ï R. Bender 

Richard Bender entered my life at the midpoint of his own. We've been writing 

partners more or less continuously for 40 years, so, when I first encountered him, he 

was 42, a professor - my professor, as it turned out - on his way to higher academic 

office. I wouldn't have said at the time that he was disintegrating, but in retrospect, I 

believe it was true. What we achieve in life often reflects a momentum that we 

ourselves set into motion. I won't say it was inevitable that he rose to department chair 

and soon after to dean of the college, but the logic was obvious. Moreover, he was a 

great dean. 

Writing partner is probably a phrase worth explaining. For 40 years, we've sat across a 

table and discussed our projects. The particular benefit of such a relationship is that 

you always have something concrete to discuss, around which much of a discursive 

nature arises that gives the conversations color and spark. Seventeen years separate us, 

so there's a familial aspect to them that grounds them in affection. I write as a partisan. 

When I met Richard Bender, he had moved three years before from New York City, 

where he taught at Cooper Union and was a partner in a firm that planned entire new 

cities in Latin America. He was also involved with the early efforts of the US 

government to innovate the production of housing. I also touched down on the 

Berkeley campus in 1969 and knew immediately that I felt at home. I'm not sure if 

Professor Bender was similarly smitten, but Berkeleyðthe university and the townð

suited him.  

The 1970s and 1980s were the culmination of Professor Bender's "integration." In 

these two remarkably productive decades, he deconstructed and undercut the 

pretensions of federally sponsored building research; put the College of 

Environmental Design on a solid footing and moved it into the top ranks 

internationally; and took the beautiful and endangered Berkeley campus in hand, 

explaining it to the blind and the deaf, and setting out a framework for its development 

that others embraced and carried forward. 

As Confucius once noted, "the door is always there" that leads to a new situation. That 

door appeared late in the 1980s in the form of a visiting chair at the University of 

Tokyo's research campus. It came at an interesting moment, when Tokyo itself was at 

a high-water mark. It gave rise to a series of relationships that, while they involved 

some research and consulting, often came down to conversations across a table. 
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Through them, the senseiðas the Japanese call professorsðbecame something .of a 

sage. 

Back in California, Professor Bender became the planner of choice for three other UC 

campusesðSan Diego, Santa Cruz, and Davis. A fruitful collaboration with SOM 

finally fell apart over UC Merced. I was gratified to hear its campus architect tell me, 

"Richard Bender was right; we were wrong about a plan that turned its back on 

existing town of Merced in an effort to forestall the kind of town/gown disputes that 

dogged UC Berkeley. As Professor Bender pointed out, they were fighting the last 

war. Around this time, he formed a relationship with the planners of Cergy-Pontoise, 

the new town outside Paris. Continuing his interest in housing, at the invitation of his 

friend Alan L. Stein, he joined the board of the nascent Bridge Housing Corporation, 

founded by his former CED colleague Don Terner. And he hung his professorial 

mantle at the college's urban design program, smoothing the transition to the younger 

generation without feathering his own nest. Given the usual tenacity of the academic 

old guard, this was singular. 

The disintegration of Richard Bender brings me back to his guiding metaphor, "clocks 

and clouds," borrowed from Karl Popper. Clocks are, in a sense, the tame problems 

that Horst Rittel described. When Professor Bender and I studied the federal Operation 

Breakthrough program, run by whiz kids from NASA, what interested me most about 

them was their complete disdain for conventional housing and their ignorance of how 

it worked. Putting a man on the moon is a tame problem, as Professor Rittel noted. It's 

complicated, but it can be worked out and you always know where you're going. Mass 

housing, Rittel said, is a wicked problem. Professor Bender went a step further: 

housing production is about clouds, not clocks. Housing's fragmentation, which the 

NASA guys saw as a big defect, reflected a cloud-like nature that enabled mass 

customization. 

"We don't know where the pieces of a cloud are or how they work," he says. "It 

behaves as a whole, but it has a much more organic nature, much closer to people and 

communities." It's interesting to me that this oral history is coming out just as "the 

cloud" is emerging as the focus and potential turning point of the high-tech/digital 

world, making many of its assumptions about "product" obsolete. Urban 

developments sclerotic character in the developed world, and its chaotic and ill-

informed character in the developing world, reflects a preoccupation with clocklike 

processes and products. We can build super-tall buildings of immense sophistication, 

but we fail again and again to reproduce the urbanity that older forms of city-building 

regularly produced, because we've detached them from people and communities, 

creating a world that's essentially fragile - breakable - rather than robust, flexible, and 

malleable at the everyday level. 

When Professor Bender and I talk across a table, our conversations often touch on this. 

If I were to speculate on his next act, I would guess that it might involve unbundling 

this metaphor for a new generation that's ready to hear it and able to apply it. The sage 

is in. 



xvii  

John Parman is a writer and editor. He cofounded and published the journal Design 

Book Review in the 1980s and 1990s, and recently helped found an online journal, 

TraceSF, focused on Bay Area urbanism.  

21 February 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



xviii  

 



xix 

 

INTERVIEW HISTORY  

As to the history of this oral history, it all began in August 2009. Elizabeth Byrne, 

head of the Environmental Design Library, proposed an oral history with Dean 

Emeritus Richard Bender. I had been doing oral histories for The Regional Oral 

History Office of The Bancroft Library for many years.  From the start of my work for 

ROHO I was particularly engaged by the history of architecture and UCôs College of 

Environmental Design, and I happily anticipated getting back into the business.  

At our first meeting Dean Bender served lunch and showed me some of his archives. I 

saw that this oral history would be descriptive, and as far as possible visualðand the 

photographs prepared by Bender for inclusion in the oral history are a rich 

supplement!  Some months passed, spent with financial negotiations, conceptual, 

logistical and travel issues, various cataract surgeries, a milestone birthday celebration, 

correspondence about the matter of official auspices of the project, and so on. Another 

August and Bender knew it was time to just do it!  

We met the morning of August 17 at my house on The Alameda in North Berkeley, 

just downhill from the Bender house on Santa Barbara Road. That first interview went 

well and felt to both of us like a good beginning. After Bender left I did my usual 

check of the tape ñonly to discoverò that most of the two hours went unrecorded ñfor 

technical reasonsò. That never happened again, needless to say. And Bender, in his 

Preface, turns that false start into a desirable launch. 

More on the mechanics of the recordings: Richard Bender has a low voice and says 

quite a lot in any given sentence. The microphone and cord were draped around a 

winsome Vietnamese water-buffalo figure on the dining table where we spread our 

papers and the tape-recorder. But as close as microphone and water buffalo were to 

Bender it was still essential that I take notes on what I was hearingðI included my 

notes on what might be difficult sections when I sent the tapes to the transcriber 

Kathleen Zvanovec. 

Benderôs notes, created for me, and for himself were prodigious. In the Appendices I  

have included a sample from the twelve pages of jottings I received from him, 

handwritten on a long flight to Japan, and a challenge to read. My first job was to 

decipher and order these clues as a backbone for my interviewing. I didnôt know my 

subject well enough at that point to be able to anticipate that his notes would become 

even longer, more detailed, articulate and enriched, and eventually they were sent as 

much-appreciated Word documents.  

ñNotesò might imply a linear structureðand that the interviews do haveðbut I was 

reminded frequently by Bender of his fondness for the cloud metaphor, and grew 
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quickly to respect the value of going forward and backward, up, down, and around! Of 

arriving at the same place from different starting points. The history gathered strength 

and moved forward and I came to know Benderôs style, the generous nature of his 

responses, and his instructive willingness to indulge in explanation. 

ñWho are you and what is it that you do?ò was my overarching question in the oral 

histories. I knew Dean Bender as consultant added value to projects all over the world. 

How did that work? I ask him frequently in the interviews to be precise, and I hope the 

reader can begin to picture his mode, which appears frequently to involve re-phrasing, 

re-casting, re-thinking a problem, re-orienting. He takes lessons from many teachers, 

the wisdom of the East and the West. He is very thoughtful.  

Scheduling the interviews, which concluded in March 2011, meant accommodating an 

impressive stream of travel, including mine to Japan where I had Benderôs notes for 

favorite urban walks in Tokyo and Kyoto. Work and friendships took him to Japan, to 

Singapore, back to Japan, Paris, New Yorkðapparently oblivious to the real thing that 

is jet lag! But he edited on airplanes, made additions, noted omissionsðnever totally 

left, being as he is always ñon lineò from whatever distant place, or cloud. In 2011 

some health issues arose with Sue and Richard Bender that were happily resolved. The 

year 2012 arrived. Once again, time was seriously passing and it was time to just do it! 

So now, today, as daylight savings is beginning, it is with real pleasure that I send this 

oral history on its way, and wish the reader the joy of it!  

Suzanne Riess, Interviewer-Editor 

11 March 2011
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 PREFACE 

 By Richard Bender 

 This Oral History is the fruit of fourteen hours of tape recorded 

conversations with Suzanne Riess during the summer of 2010 and then 

again through the spring of  2011. Suzanne helped prepare me for and 

conducted the interviews, edited the tapes transcribed by Kathy Zvanovec, 

and later helped me make careful corrections and additions to the 

transcriptions for this publication.  

 Over the years, Elizabeth Byrne had been suggesting this project. I had 

been full of doubts, not at all sure of what such a history would be and 

what I would have to say. Elizabethôs introduction and my first meeting 

with Suzanne made it seem more attractive, but I continued to hesitate, 

until the idea of thinking of these interviews as ñreflectionsò came to me. I 

have long been interested in reflections; the specks of ourselves we see in 

reverse in reflected images have always seemed more interesting than the 

original. Reflections invite a different reality. One sees backward as well 

as forward, and the images take on new dimensions with time. The 

accidental illuminations and shadows and the thoughts and events of the 

dayðif one looks carefully one can see the reflection amid a rich play of 

things both in front and in back of you.  

 I have always been fascinated by how often buildings, people, clouds in 

the sky, when reflected in a pond or puddle seem to say more than what 

we receive by simply looking directly at them. I remember hearing of 

country women in Europe admiring and then using a pail to lift the 

moonôs image out of a pond. There is poetry in that, a kind of creative 

ambiguity. And so when an accident with the tape recorder led to the first 

pages of the transcription being labeled Interview 2, I came to understand 

it as my opportunity to reimagine the beginning at the end.  
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Interview 2: August 23, 2010 

 

[Tape 2: Side A] 

 

Riess: Letôs start with family. Your grandfather looms very large in your 

memories, your grandfather Louis Okun. 

Bender: Well, my grandfather Louis came to the United States from Russia, the 

part thatôsðIôm not sure whether itôs Ukraine or Belarus these days. He 

came with several cousins. They had had a business together as carpenter 

contractors building railroad stations up and down the Russian railroad 

system. And they came from one of many farm colonies set up near Minsk 

in the mid eighteen hundreds, a community called Schtzedrin which had 

been set up by Prince Schtzedrinov, at that time under the kind of 

influence that Tolstoy had about going back to the land and all that. And 

so it was an experimental community which was basically a farming, 

agricultural village, but it was sort of like a modern hippie community in 

the sense that it was a way for a lot of Jewish people to get out of the big 

city ghettos, to give up trade and business and try to start life in the open, 

in a new way. Iôve since read a little more about it, and there were other 

communities like that at the time. Until recent years, and even during the 

years at the CED [College of Environmental Design], I hadnôt reflected on 

these environmental roots. 

Riess: Yet people left these communities to come to America? 

Bender: Well, they wanted to leave them and come to America and, particularly 

the story I heard was that my grandfather was at the point where he was 

considering shooting off his toe to avoid going in the tsarôs army, versus 

making this trek. And eventually they did and it must have been quite a 

trek, because Iôve read other biographies and autobiographies and they 

sound almost exactly the same. I remember reading Leonard Bernsteinôs 

autobiography of his family, and it could have been the same story. They 

went north and then out through northern Europe. We never found exactly 

where they left from. Came to New York.  

Normally the first jobðmy grandfather and his cousinôs first job were in 

the Fulton Fish Market, which was apparently the absolute bottom, the 

line where you started from. Eventually they got to do carpentry work. 

When my grandfather put together enough money he sent for Will, the 

oldest son, and Will came and worked with him until they earned enough 

to bring the rest of the family. That must have been about 1906 or ô07. My 

mother was about three, maybe two. I never heard very much about the 

trip. They got to New York and they got established in Lower Manhattan. 

 Iôve heard bits and pieces of this story. I always knew my mother worked 

from an early age to help support the family. But years later, when I 

started to teach at Cooper Union she started telling me stories about Peter 
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Cooperôs family, his descendants. Because apparently one of her jobs in 

those days was to deliver newspapers to the Cooper family and some of 

the other families in that neighborhood, just above the Lower East Side. 

And she said the old man was terrific, but the next generation wouldnôt 

pay their bills.  

 The other experience that came out of that that was interesting to me is 

when she first came to Berkeley in the sixties after we arrived here, and 

we walked down to Sproul Plaza, she said, ñOh, itôs a strange world.ò She 

said, ñWhen I was ten years old, twelve years old, I had to man a pushcart, 

the family pushcart down on the Lower East Side.ò (Aside from 

newspapers they sold anything they could to make money, and so they 

took turns working at the pushcart.) And so when she came to Sproul 

Plaza and she saw all these, what she called pushcarts, the food carts, 

selling all the things and she said, ñNow I see, on the university campusð

this is what we tried to get away from and here we are back at that!ò  

Riess: You say they settled in Lower Manhattan, is that the Lower East Side? 

Bender: Lower East Side, actually they were at the Lower East Side and then they 

moved to Williamsburg. 

 Maybe itôs a side issue, but Clare Cooper, who teaches at Berkeley, used 

to give the students a project that fascinated me, which was to do what she 

called your ñEnvironmental Autobiography.ò And she urged them to try to 

go back to places where they lived and try to remember their experience. 

And I thought that would be fun, so when I went to New York once, and 

this wasðI was probably in my sixties, maybe around sixtyðI mentioned 

to my mother, who was then living in Manhattan, that I was going to do 

this and she said, ñCan I come?ò And so we drove around, started with the 

hospital where I was born, looked at some of the houses, where my 

grandfather had planted a fig tree in the back of our house, to a two-family 

house where we lived with my aunt and family. And we looked in the 

backyard and there was the fig tree still there.  

Eventually, when I thought I was finished with what I knew she said, 

ñLetôs go to Williamsburg and see if we can find the house where I lived 

when we first moved from Lower Manhattan.ò We cruised around and we 

had the address and when we got there it was a parking lot for United 

Parcel. She was a little disappointed. I was still fascinated with this whole 

thing. And then she pointed over and she said, ñAnd thatôs the restaurant 

where we used to watch all the rich people come in carriages.ò And it was 

the Peter Luger restaurant, which is now a very famous, probably was 

then a very famous steakhouse. She said, ñWe always used to watch the 

people and wonder what it was like inside.ò And I said, ñLetôs have 

lunch.ò That was sort of closing a circle that was great fun. 

Riess: And then how did the family get from Williamsburg to Sheepshead Bay? 

Bender: Well, my grandfather got to be a builder. And during the twenties he got 

to the point where he had enough capital to start, and he would build one 
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or two houses on spec and sell them. They were Brooklyn houses at that 

point; they were basically four-family houses. They were two two-family 

houses attached. On one side there would be downstairs and an upstairs, 

and the other side there would be a downstairs and an upstairs. And the 

last one of those that he builtðthey were living, the family lived in one of 

the apartments and then the Depression came and he never built again. But 

my mother was living in that apartment when she married my father. They 

took an apartment nearby partially because she had a big family and he 

had almost no family. And partially because at that point where they were, 

they were pretty far out in Brooklyn so you couldðit was at that point a 

long walk to the ocean but you walk or take a trolley car. 

Riess: Was this adventurous of them to have put themselves at this remove? 

Bender: Well, I donôt know how much of going out there was adventurous or how 

much it was willingness to sacrifice in one part to have something richer 

in anotherðbut at that time the subways ran faster.  

Riess: They ran faster when they were newer? 

Bender: Yes. I went out about ten years ago, took the subway out to Coney Island 

to see how it was redeveloped and to visit where my old draft board was, 

which wasðmy last architectural job before I left New York was 

renovating the old draft board into a child care, whatôs it called, the 

childrenôs program? 

Riess: Head Start? 

Bender: Head Start Program. And I wanted to see what it was, and I realized it 

took an hour and ten minutes. The Express used to take thirty-five minutes 

in those days, and they were new trains. But my father felt by commuting 

like that everyday we eventually lived in walking distance to the beach. 

There was still farmland around us when I was a kid. My brother and I 

would walk behind the houses acrossðwell, first there were the truck 

farms that supplied fruit and vegetables, they were still there. Then as we 

got to be young teenagers they just started to disappear, and when I came 

back after the war six-story apartment buildings had started to go up. 

Riess: So there was initially a little of the back-to-the land movement maybe? 

Bender: Well, it wasnôt back to the land, but it was the idea that you could have a 

garden. My mother loved planting flowers and trees. She had a cultural 

side that was squashed when she was younger. She took piano lessons and 

played very well. She was a really good student, but like so many families 

at that period, the girls worked to put the boys through school. So my 

three uncles, who were all older than my mother, two of them became 

engineers and the third one went into business. But Mary, my motherôs 

older sister, and my mother basically worked. 

Riess: So the familyðyour motherôs name is Betty? 
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Bender: Betty [officially Rebecca]. And she had an older sister named Mary, and a 

brother name Charlie who worked for the Coca Cola Company all his life. 

And there was another uncle named Saul, who was also an engineer. I 

didnôt know him as well because he died, probably of tuberculosis, when I 

was pretty young. And the oldest brother was Will, the one whoôd come 

first, who in some ways was certainly the most ambitious, aggressive to 

make a life, success in this country. And he also, he was the most 

successful capitalist in the family, and he was also closest to a communist.  

I donôt know if he was a member of the party or not, but he and my aunt 

were very left wing. We used to argue about itðnot argue with them, but 

we used to try to figure it out. No one ever showed me a card. But at Aunt 

Leahôs house we would meet people like the Reverend [William Howard] 

Melish who was the bishop of Holy Trinity Episcopal Church in Brooklyn 

Heights. His name was always in the paper because it was a haven for 

ñReds.ò So we had the whole spectrum. My uncle Joe, Maryôs husband, 

was a Eugene Debs type. He knew Eugene Debs from World War I; he 

was a draft resister then and then went into International Ladies Garment 

Workers union as an organizer, got into politics through the American 

Labor Party and eventually the Liberal Party. My grandfather lived with 

us, and almost every week, it seemed, the family would gather for a 

holiday or a meal or a birthday around my grandfather. And there were 

terrible arguments.  

Riess: How did they get politicized? Was it from the old country, or their jobs, or 

what? 

Bender: It was probably more the life they were living. Uncle Charlie, who worked 

for the Coca Cola Company, saw the corporate world positively. He was a 

joy in our family because he would bring Coca Colaðbut he would bring 

more than Coca Cola. Part of his job was trying to get theatres to put the 

first dispensers in, and one his jobs, I remember he had a little tool that he 

would test the Coca Cola that they were making because they used to mix 

the syrup with the soda and they would try not to put in much syrup to 

save money, and he was doing quality control to test it. Heôd have all 

kinds of things theyôd give away to people that said Coca Cola on it. We 

used to get Ping Pong sets and hats and all kinds of Coca Cola stuff. 

Charlie and his wife Margaret had no children and they enjoyed spoiling 

us. Charlie also had a car from Coca Cola that he could use on weekends. 

He covered the logo on the door with a kind of flap.  Cars were rare in our 

world in those days, and one of Charlieôs cars had a rumble seat, a kind of 

a trunk that opened so two people could sit in it.   

 And I indirectly got into politics because I remember standing outside PS 

254 where the voting was going on and handing out leaflets urging people 

to vote for my uncle Joe Tuvim, Maryôs husband, as sheriff of Brooklyn. 

A most unlikely man to be sheriff, in the old sense of the word. I 

remember I had a big toy pistol that was a souvenir of some international 

exposition in Texas that said The Law West of the Pecos. And I had my 

pistol with a cowboy hat when I was handing out the leaflets. I should 

mention also that Joeôs niece Judy Tuvim was Judy Holiday, a famous 
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movie star during my teen years. I have a photo of me in an awful Glen 

Plaid suit with her taken at my cousin Tomôs wedding. 

Riess: How old were you? 

Bender: How old? Probably six or eight, something of that sort. 

Riess: Cute, a cute kid? 

Bender: Cute. Yes I was a cute kid. I was thinking about it and talking to a cousin, 

my oldest living cousin, Ruth [Tuvim, now Feldman] the other day, and 

she said, ñYou were a good boy.ò I was a good boy. In summer camp, one 

summer, the nickname I had was Galahad. And I was good at school and 

ended up being the valedictorian.  

Riess: And would you tell me about your fatherôs family. 

Bender: My fatherôs family gets a little lost in the mist because they came 

somewhere in the middle of the nineteenth century. Iôve heard forties to 

sixties. But I know my fatherôs grandfather lived in Yorkville, that they 

came there and stayed. They became part of the German American 

community that was in Yorkville. My grandfather Harry must have died 

when I was six or seven, but I knew him well enough, and I also know 

him from pictures, one of which is his photograph on his chauffeurôs 

license. He was a taxi driver at one point, and he looks like a dandy right 

out of those 1920s James Cagney movies with the cap and jacket. He 

introduced me to the word honey cart, which sounded very nice to a six 

year old, till I found out that he used to drive a honey cart, which was the 

wagon that emptied the septic tanks, the cesspools behind the buildings. 

 Later when I got involved in low-cost housing and started to study those 

places on the East Side where my mother lived, and probably where my 

fatherôs family lived, I realized that those buildings, which are becoming 

fashionable now in the newest round of East Side living, had no toilets in 

them. They had outhouses in the backyard. And they didnôt have running 

water. By 1902 some of them would have only one water tap on each 

floor. 

Riess: And youôre talking about Yorkville too? 

Bender: Iôm talking mostly of the Lower East Side where my mother lived.  My 

fatherôs family lived in Yorkville, which was higher income in those days, 

but even in Yorkville there were buildings like that. They werenôt building 

the tenements that were built as slumsðthey didnôt call them slums, but 

they were built to house a lot of poor people. There were versions of that 

in Yorkville also, which was acceptable then, but a very low level of 

service. 

Riess: Your fatherôs family came in the mid-nineteenth century for religious 

reasons? 
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Bender: Iôm not sure. Every part of my fatherôs family that Iôve had contact or 

heard about had almost no religious interest. My grandfather on my 

motherôs side was religious and he was active in the local synagogue, but 

the other side was not. My grandfather hadðI was never sure whether she 

was a sister or a cousin who became a dancer, and somewhere we have a 

picture of her in costume. She was in a movie with the famous movie star 

from the twenties, the Spanish dancer, Iôll remember his nameðRudolph 

Valentino! I never saw her; we only saw the picture. That one uncle, or 

aunt, at one point lived in New Jersey and I only met them once. So, my 

fatherôs side of the family pretty much was an unknown.  

My fatherôs mother came from Middle Europe somewhere, Austria, 

Hungary, where when we asked her where she was from she said she 

didnôt know because when she was six years old ñthey took away the 

border.ò And she came in the big immigrations that came partly out of 

religion, and partially looking for a better life. Her actual coming was off 

schedule, in that the family was thinking that they would help her to go to 

the US when she got old enough. But she had an older cousin, I think it 

was, who had received permission to go but at the last minute decided to 

get married, so she didnôt go. So Grandma Jenny decided to go, ñlooking 

for the streets that are paved with gold,ò as she used say.  

Riess: When we first talked you mentioned Minsk and Pinsk. 

Bender: Yes, that was my motherôs familyðthey used to say they came from a 

little town between Minsk and Pinsk, which I always thought was a joke. 

And eventually I found out it was not a joke. Itôs jumping ahead, but at 

one point when Sue and I decided after living in Europe for a while that 

we would go to work on a project in Israel, we were on a ship from 

Marseilles to Haifa that stopped in Naples to pick up immigrants going to 

Israel, and they turned out to be from Russia. And in my, at that time, 

terrible Schweizerdeutsch with which I could impersonate Yiddish, I was 

trying to ask them where they were from, and they said, ñOh, you 

wouldnôt know, itôs a little town between Minsk and Pinsk.ò And it turned 

out they knew Schtzedrin, and they also knew that it had been pretty much 

wiped out, first by the Germans and then by the Russians. 

Riess: What language was spoken around your grandfatherôs home? Were there 

heavy accents?  

Bender: I donôt think of my grandfather, my motherôs father, as having an accent, 

but he probably had some. He was just of an age and of a type where an 

accent just came with him. My Uncle Will, the oldest uncle, had an 

accent, not a heavy accent, but you could tell he came from somewhere 

else. And part of that is because heðhe married early, he married a cousin 

Leah, who also had the kind of energy and activism interest in everything 

from the arts to liberal causes, and they agreed that they were going to 

continue speaking Russian so they wouldnôt lose their Russian. And they 

both lived into their nineties probably and they always had some trace of 

accent. Otherwise, no one else in the family did. 
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Riess: And on your fatherôs side had they left the German behind completely? 

Bender: Oh yes. My grandfather Harry was a New Yorker right out of a1930s 

movie, and my grandmother Jenny, who was a great character, the story is 

that when she was on the boat on the way to New York in her cousinôs 

place she got very seasick and she went to the captain and confessed that 

she was there illegally, thinking he would go back and put her off. When 

she arrived in New York, I donôt know all of the details, but I know the 

first job she had she was fifteen or sixteen, and she ended up working in 

the building thatôs Cooper Union, on the ground floor. Peter Cooper had 

set it up to have shops on the ground floor generating income and life on 

the street to support the building. Much later, when I was involved in 

campus planning, I appreciated how much ahead of its time this idea was. 

We suggested a 1990s version of this for the UC Merced Campus, but no 

one in the systemwide offices, or regents, was interested in exploring it. 

Anyway, in one of those shops was a cigar shop where they made cigars, 

and she made cigars. She had a little bit of an accent but you couldnôt tell 

what her accent was, it was somewhere between Europe and Brooklyn, or 

a New York accent. She came young enough to learn slang and things of 

that sort.  

When the Depression came she and Harry, my fatherôs father, supported 

themselves for a while by entertaining their friends with poker games at 

home in the evenings where everyone would chip in a pennyðIôm not 

sure what it wasðand they took a little out of the pot. They were living on 

that until my father graduated from the High School of Commerce with 

secretarial skills enough to get a job at sixteen and start to support the 

family. Later my grandmother Jenny and grandfather Harry lived with us 

and I remember him as a charming man. He would pick me up in the 

morning and we would walk to the firehouse nearby where he knew all the 

firemen and heôd play checkers with the firemen. And when he died my 

greatest regretðI didnôt really understand what dying was at that point, I 

was young, but what I did regret is I never got the fire hat the firemen had 

promised me.  

My grandmother Jenny was the only one in the family who really drank. 

Sheôd come home at night and sheôd have a gin, and I think one of the first 

times Sue came home to the house with meðshe was still living with my 

parents when I first knew Sueðwe walked in and from the entrance you 

could see along the hall to the kitchen, and there was Grandma Jenny 

standing on a stool so she could get to the gin. She had just come home 

and was going to take a drink. Also one of her entertainments was playing 

poker with her lady friends. One night she came home early from the 

game and we said, ñWhy, isnôt the game on? And she said, ñWe called it 

off because Mrs. Buchholzerôs son Lewis is going to the electric chair 

tonight.ò [laughter] So we were in that part of Brooklyn that overlapped 

some of that world of the gangsters of the thirties. 

Riess: Your motherôs family name was Okun, which seems like a shortened 

version of something else. 
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Bender: Well, I donôt know, because there were Okuns around, some of whomð

weôre not related. We have some Okun relatives who have been successful 

in business. But Arthur [M.] Okun, who was an economic advisor to 

presidents, had that name. For me it was a big family because there were 

so many on my motherôs side, and because my grandfather lived with us. 

We would gather, and there were lots of arguments, discussions, politics, 

but this was the thirties. Hitler was coming, how much did they see, how 

much aware they were. 

Riess: You were wondering now how much aware they were? 

Bender: Well, you know, in the thirties the arguments were more economic. It was 

the Depression, it was Roosevelt. I remember the more left part of the 

family was saying we should not vote for Roosevelt. This would have 

been in the ô36 election, I guess, when I was hardly aware of it. We should 

not vote for Roosevelt because the revolution will come faster if we vote 

for the Republicans.  

Riess: A real rising up of the masses. 

Bender: Yes, well, and there were things like newspapers with names like, The 

Masses we read. Whereas it was the same part of the family which started 

an insurance business. Uncle Will had worked for the city as an engineer 

in the transportation department for a while and started an insurance 

business on the side and finally was quite successful with it. My aunt took 

some of that money and started to organize childrenôs camps in the 

summer.  

Riess: This is Aunt Leah? 

Bender: Aunt Leah. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: But there was culture there. They loved music, and art. They opened an 

interest in music and living with paintings and things on the wall. And of 

course my motherôs younger sister was born in this country, and so she 

was growing up, and eventually I think went to Hunter College. So it was 

like another generation. She was more like some of the older cousins than 

the younger aunts. 

Riess: So culture comprises music and art and books. 

Bender: Books, lots of books. And lots of talking about what was going on in a 

community where that was going on. 

Riess: And I need you to tell me how your parents met and knit these families 

together. 

Bender: Okay, well, it comes together. They metðI used to hear two words in the 

house: one was Tamiment and the other was Unity House. It turned out 
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that they were both sort of adult camps you could say. Later they would 

have been, or maybe evolved into adult resorts, with an interest in ideas, 

politics, fashion, but it was a trend, I guess of the twenties, to set up these 

places reasonably close so you could go to New Jersey and be in the 

country.  

[Tape 2: Side B] 

Bender: I donôt know how much organized activity they had, but lectures in the 

evenings and they must have had dances. You got three meals, there was 

country, there was hikes, there was walking and sports. Iôm not sure about 

horses and things. Iôve seen family pictures like F. Scott Fitzgerald movies 

of young people lounging around and dressing in those styles and things 

of that sort.  

Riess: And they were co-ed and they were meant to introduce people. 

Bender: They were co-ed. They were meant to introduce people and also to be a 

way for them to get some culture. They werenôt just about going and 

playing, but the lectures were something thatð 

Riess: Like Chautauqua? 

Bender: Well, it wasnôt quite Chautauqua, and I was trying to do a little research 

because the name was familiar and I didnôt know theðand when I went to 

look up Tamiment it was connected with the Rand Institute. The Rand 

Institute probably eventually evolved into part of the New School in New 

York. It was down around that area, and during the winter they gave 

lectures and classes. Whereas the other place, which when I was trying to 

get the spellings right, and I looked it up on Google, there on the map 

when I looked up Tamiment, it looked like it was not more than five miles 

away. Itôs strange to use Google to see things from the past where I see 

everything in black and whiteðall the pictures I have here are in black 

and white, you know, and not just the photographs, but I see that life in 

black and white. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: There was Unity House, and Unity House was very similar to Tamiment 

except it was run, whether it was run by the American Labor Party orð 

Riess: I think it was the ILGWU [International Ladies Garment Workers Union]. 

Bender: Yes, I should have said ILGWU, because for me they were almost 

indistinguishable at that point. And I used to hear names like [David] 

Dubinsky, who was head of the ILGWU at one point. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: And my Uncle Joe and Mary, they were really dedicated to that work. My 

cousin Ruth, who was the oldest daughter, married Al Feldman during the 
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war. He was in the air force, but when he came out he ended up working 

as an organizer. And they retired at sixty-five and moved to Florida and 

lived in an area with a lot of people from that ILGWU world. 

Riess: You said there were two words in the house, Tamiment and Unity House, 

but your parents, was it a fine romance? 

Bender: I never heard romantic stories, but we saw the pictures. My father was not 

a veryðhe was a quiet man and didnôt talk about feelings very much. My 

mother was much more emotional, and up and down. But it had been a 

real romance, it must have been, for both of them to find someone quite 

attractive and different. 

Riess: Do you look like your father? Did your father have the height that you 

have? 

Bender: No, my father was tall, 5ô11ò or six feet, but my motherôs father was 

really tall, about 6ô3ò and my cousins are tall. I look so muchðnot like 

my mother, but Iôve been mistaken for some of my cousins. Once, 

standing on the line for theðwhat are those caves in southern France, the 

Lascaux cavesðsomeone came up to me and said, ñMilton [Milton 

Okun]?ò [laughter] And thatôs my cousin who lives in Los Angeles now. 

And I used to meet people when I started working in Asia who would tell 

me how much I looked his older brother Dan, who was an engineer who 

went to Cooper Union and then to Harvard and was a water supply 

engineer, a very famous one. He became dean of the School of Public 

Health at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and did 

consulting all through Asia. I would go to places like Tsinghua University, 

and the president of Tsinghua University I remember asked me if knew 

Dan Okun. Thatôs how much I look like that part of the family. My 

personality is more like my fatherôs. 

Riess: So youôre the quieter? 

Bender: Yes. 

Riess: Yes, and your brother Paul? 

Bender: My brother was always more emotional, up and down. Heôs three and half 

years younger. There was always a conflict because I have two older 

cousins who were interesting for me to be with because they would 

challengeðthere were things we would do which challenged me. And I 

didnôt hang out very much with my brother and his younger friends. On 

the other hand, he was more precocious than I was. Very young he started 

to do everything I did and ended up doing it better. So, thatôs another story 

when we get to the schools. 

Riess: And when they married the whole family was living in Brooklyn? 

Bender: Yes, during the early years of the Depression most of the family moved in 

with my grandfather. My father didnôt want to do that, and we lived 
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nearby. I didnôt remember the first place, but I was shown it, and then we 

lived in an apartment house on Ocean Avenue, near the Sheepshead Bay 

Station of the Coney Island Line of the BMT, not too far away, and that I 

do remember. 

Riess: And your fatherôs work was? 

Bender: Well, he got out of school from the High School of Commerce at a time 

when that was, it was like a professional school for young men, with 

secretarial and business skills. He always talked about that, that he was a 

very good typist but not as good as someone in the year before who was 

Billy Rose, who became the big theatrical producer. 

He went to work for a company called the Napier Company that made 

costume jewelry, good quality sterling silver pins and earrings, and so on. 

He went to work doing secretarial work, and he worked for the company 

for his whole life. He eventually became a salesman. The company had a 

factory in Connecticut that made things, but a sales office in New York at 

389 Fifth Avenue near the Empire State BuildingðI passed it in a taxi last 

week! He became their sales manager and eventually was on the board of 

directors of the firm. In fact he died less than two years before he was 

going to retire, at a retreat of the board of directors. He wasnôt feeling well 

at dinner and he went to his room at the hotel where he was staying and he 

didnôt come down in the morning. Heôd had someðan aneurism during 

the night and died. 

Riess: A quiet life. 

Bender: It was a quiet life, but he had quiet passions. First, because he worked on 

Fifth Avenue and in the jewelry business with department store people, he 

was an elegant dresser. He cared aboutðin a quiet way he dressed 

beautifully. He did everything carefully and with design. As time moved 

on through the company he, because he was a salesman, he had a better 

picture of what the company could be making than the designers they had 

in Connecticut.  

And he began to design things. One of my treasures that weôve kept is a 

sterling silver cocktail shaker. There are rip-offs of it; you see it all the 

time now. It was made out of silver, and itôs a double-lined thing so you 

could rotate it and through holes you can see the recipes for various 

cocktails if you dial it right. And the one we all loved was a silver piggy 

bank in sterling silver that had a little tail. Later when I was in high school 

it was great to have a father in that business because I used to be able to 

give girlfriends earrings and things of that sort. I remember when big hoop 

earrings came in, I was a hero at the school.  

Riess: Interesting to think of him heading from Sheepshead Bay, which you 

should describe a bit for us, heading to Manhattan. Such a different life, I 

mean itôs a real kind of John Cheever story. 
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Bender: In a sense he invented the commute. He didnôt invent it, but he was 

commuting from Brooklyn the way people commute now from Long 

Island, or from Westchester County suburbs. He would read a newspaper, 

he had a newspaper both ways. At one point, it began to be books, a lot of 

books on management, selling, things of that sort. He loved books, he 

loved humor, he loved telling jokes. Heôd read books of humor and stories 

and things of that sort.  

He loved the city too, and so while we lived way out in Brooklynðand 

the beach was so much thereðon most Sundays Paul and I were in his 

charge and we explored everything. We went to the Brooklyn Museum, 

the botanical garden next to it, these were wonders. If you took the 

subway there you would walk part of the way on a street called Eastern 

Parkway, which was a beautiful boulevard. Even more, we would travel 

from our end of Brooklyn on Ocean Parkway, which isðone of my 

friends, Allan [B.] Jacobs, a colleague at the university, is studying great 

streets and he had written a wonderful book called Great Streetsðthese 

are among the great streets. They are the great boulevards that were 

copied, in a sense, from Parisian boulevards when Brooklyn was being 

laid out. 

Riess: You said Eastern Parkway, and which other? 

Bender: Ocean Parkway, which runs from Coney Island to Prospect Park. It was a 

dream for me because it was laid out the way boulevards are with 

probably four lanes of traffic in the middle and then two islands and then 

two smaller local streets alongside. The islands had, on one side, a path 

that horses could travel so you could rent a horse in Prospect Park and 

come all the way to Coney Island, and the other side had a bicycle and 

walking path. 

Riess: Did you do these activities? 

Bender: I didnôt do horseback riding, and I didnôt do much bike riding, but until I 

was a teenager I did roller skating. And I used to be able to roller skate all 

the way to Prospect Park. We used to go, lots of weekends, to Prospect 

Park. There was a big field alongside it called the Parade Grounds where 

we could throw the football around, or whatever game was in season. But 

then you could go into the park, which was a wilderness. It was absolutely 

beautiful and it was the only ñcountryò I knew until I was much older. Itôs 

a park that now is even more beautiful than ever.  

Riess: It was designed by [Frederick Law] Olmsted wasnôt it? 

Bender: Olmsted. Yes. 

Riess: And it has a very different feeling than Central Park? 

Bender: Well, I think itôs his best park because it is much more park. We would go 

to Central Park and up into New Yorkðwe used to call it New Yorkðgo 

to the city. Central Parkôs probably more inventive, in some of the things 
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he does with traffic and how they brought it back and what it is. But again, 

these were wonders. I was introduced to the Brooklyn Bridge and the fact 

that you could walk over the bridge and see this incredibleðwe still do it 

every time we go there. When my son David or Michael is in New York 

they invariably will send me either a postcard of the bridge, or nowadays a 

picture or calendar, and I do the same thing with them.  

But we also went in to ñThe Cityò because people worked half a day on 

Saturday. My father would work through noon, and we very often would 

come in and meet him. 

Riess: You and your mother and brother? 

Bender: Mother and brother, and meet him at the office. We would have lunch in 

the city and often go to the theater, often go to the Broadway big movie 

houses that had first-run pictures, but also stage shows. Rockefeller Center 

Music Hall is now the only one that carries that on somewhat, but it 

became theater-going, walking in the streets of Manhattan, discovering.  

Somewhere around eight, somewhere between six or eight I discovered 

Rockefeller Center and itôs a place in my heart thatôs stayed since then. It 

amazed me from the beginning. The way it opened up the city, the kind of 

activity, it reeked of luxury, the materials. I still go: we went back just 

recently and I looked again. The gratings on the street for the drainage are 

made of bronze. I didnôt understand a lot of that then, but you could feel 

it. The way it was maintained. Thereôs that channel that runs in from Fifth 

Avenue, from St. Patrickôs down to the skating rink, and it always had 

flowers in it, different flowers in different seasons, all the time and it was 

keptðthere was music from the skating rink. Just watching the skating! 

Riess: It was 1936, 1938. Were there still signs of the Depression? 

Bender: No. I mean, there was talk of the Depression, but I donôt have a picture of 

homeless people. There were people who talked about struggling, but so 

much was free. Up through the years we were first married in New York, 

the wonder of New York was how much was free, in a sense. Living there 

in high school we realized there were free parties all the time. We learned 

to look at the good art galleries and find the openings. We learned to go to 

some of the hotels and look at the sign in the lobby to see what receptions 

were there. We just needed a little bit of slightly better clothes, a good 

jacket I remember.  

Riess: Manhattan was a big part of your life. 

Bender: Manhattan was my life from very early. I loved where we lived in 

Brooklyn, but it was like looking through a keyhole. We would go in 

sometimes on Thanksgiving: the Macy Parade went down Fifth Avenue 

and turned into Macyôs right under the windows of my fatherôs office. 

And we would go and watch the parade, and it was just a symbol of the 

richness that we felt about the city. We could walk two blocks from his 
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office and go up the elevator to the top of the Empire State Building and 

see the city as a great city!  

But most of all I was captured by Rockefeller Center. The buildings were 

different from anything elseðby that point I knew the city, I had been in 

Times Square and in the Theatre District and other partsðbut the way it 

opened the city up, the way it brought the color and the life, the flowers 

that were changed every few months. I watched the ice-skating, and it was 

not just people ice-skating, there was a rhythm to it. I remember there 

were older men who were teachers who would be dancing with older 

women and there was something so slow and elegant about it. The kind of 

ritual of the city that you began to see, and later in my life I saw it at the 

Four Seasons Restaurant, the lunches, and a certain kind of elegance that 

was not part of Coney Island. It was decades before I thought of it as 

ñcosmopolitan,ò I was just taking it all in.  

Also it was on the edge technologically. Most people donôt remember that 

in the bowels, in the lower part of the RCA Building, there was a little 

museum called the Museum of Science and Industry where they had a 

whole bunch of those experiments that they have in places like the 

Exploratorium, like bouncing steel balls, and ñelectricity.ò And I was 

thereðit was opening up so much magic for me. And again, to go to the 

topðwe never went to the Rainbow Room, but we would look into the 

Rainbow Room, the nightclub on the top, and go up to the Observation 

Deck and look out. 

Riess It was open and free? 

Bender: It wasnôt free but it wasnôt out of line. One of the things that was open and 

free wasða big part of that RCA Building was radio studios. At that time 

radio wasðpeople would wait in line like they do now for Jon Stewart to 

get in to watch the radio programs broadcast.  

And one of the otherðcoming in to the RCA Building, the amazing 

murals on the ceiling, and the scale of those. Later I learned the story of 

how the original ones by Rivera were destroyed because they were too 

radical for the Rockefellers, and they were replaced with a mural by [Jose 

Maria] Sert. When I really wanted to splurge on dates with girls later on I 

found there was a place in the Waldorf Astoria called the Sert Room for 

which Sert also did murals which were not at all likeðthey were much 

more capitalistic murals. Later I found out that Sert was the uncle of Josep 

Lluis Sert who had such an influence on my lifeðwe are talking about 

things that turn out to be intertwined. 

We also went to the Museum of Modern Art, which was brand new. That 

was probably me and my father, without my brother or mother, because 

Paul was younger, and I remember it was just the two of us. And it was an 

amazing experience, the museum itself, but even more to be able to sit in 

that garden. Later, in my teenage years when I began to work part time in 

Manhattan, the first paycheck I got, sixteen dollars, I used it to pay for a 

membership in the Museum of Modern Art. 
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And I remember we went to the Whitney Museum when it was in a house, 

a brownstone house on 8
th
 Street. Later on when I lived in the Village I 

used to go there all the time, to the brownstone before the Breuer building.  

Riess: What was it about the garden at the Museum of Modern Art? What made 

the garden so amazing for you? 

Bender: To sit in the middle of the city and look up at these buildings. Thereôs a 

building right behind, on the 54
th
 Street sideðitôs still there and I learned 

a while ago itôs called the Rockefeller Apartments. I used to look up and 

think what would it be like to live in that place. Much later Sue and I, 

when we were first living in Manhattan, started to look at apartments, and 

we saw one of those was for rent, and we went to look at it. And after we 

looked for a few minutes we said, ñThereôs no kitchen!ò And it turned out 

that they werenôt built with kitchens, they were built with dumbwaiters 

and they would have food sent in! Theyôre still beautiful, those 

apartments. 

But there were so many discoveries of something like the Museum of 

Modern Art. And weôd go to the Metropolitan Museum and we went to 

the Museum of Natural History. 

Riess: This is with your family, right? 

Bender: It was with my family that we went to the Museum of Modern Art and 

Rockefeller Center and very often to Broadway plays, to Saturday 

matinees, or to the movies. And to Central Park to walk in the park and 

see the Zoo, to seeðjust to experience it.  I really got to know Manhattan 

and to look at it, and also to think of it as an extension of where we 

livedðit was like nothing in between. 

When I got my driverôs license I borrowed a carðwell, the first drive I 

took after I got my driverôs license I picked up my girlfriend and we drove 

out to Jones Beach. But then we wanted to go to the theatre and we 

realized we didnôt know how to drive to Manhattan because we had 

always taken the subway. We had no idea how to get through Brooklyn to 

find the Brooklyn Bridge! In a way it was like the world is today where 

you go from here to there with nothing in between on the Internet. 

 The other thing that shaped my life so much at that point, maybe because 

of my fatherôs commuting and our going in so easily, what seemed so 

easily, somehow I connected with a bunch of boys my age who would go 

into the city on Saturday mornings. Weôd pretty much establishedðit was 

established when I joinedðyouôd meet in the front of the subway station, 

the Sheepshead Bay Station of the Brighton Line, and if you werenôt there 

by nine thirty theyôd go off because the museums opened at ten. Weôd go 

up to the Museum of Natural History and look at the dinosaurs and the 

dioramas and the jewels and everything. The planetarium was next door, 

one of the wonders of the world. 

Riess: These boys, what an inspired bunch. Similar kinds of backgrounds? 



37 

Bender: Yes. 

Riess: And you were all going to whatever your local school was? 

Bender: Well, they opened a new school, and so I had been going to PS 206 I think 

it was, and I moved to the brand-new school PS 254. But most of these 

boys were in those schools. 

Riess: Do you remember good teachers? 

Bender: You know there were teachers who cared. 

Riess: Did they take you on field trips? 

Bender: No. Not that I remember. But theyðI liked school. I liked school till the 

third grade, when I had a teacher who I didnôt like. It got solved. That was 

the year the new school opened, and I remember some of us marched from 

one school to the other. In the new school Miss Hogan wasnôt there 

anymore. I remember in the sixth grade I wasnôt doing well in math, and 

Mr. Sollit, the math teacher, called my mother in and said somethingôs 

wrong, and it turned out I couldnôt see the blackboard and needed glasses. 

It was that kind ofðhe was perceptive enough to do that.  

I know they wanted me to go to Brooklyn Tech High School. 

Riess: Your parents did? 

Bender: Well, the school more than they. 

Riess: So, Brooklyn Tech would be like the Bronx High School of Science, it 

was the fast track? 

Bender: Yes, not exactly ñfast trackò but more like what would be advanced 

placement in science and technology. Stuyvesant was the other, the third 

one. And I resisted that. I was gettingðwell, weôre getting ahead maybe. 

Riess: All right, tell me about the bunch of boys, your neighborhood pals. 

Bender: Well, you know, later on people from that neighborhood showed up in the 

news. Itôs a side story, but to give you an ideaðnot the boys, but one of 

the girls. My brother became a lawyer. At one point he took some time off 

to be in the Solicitor Generalôs Office in Washingtonðwell, he did it a 

few times. Iôm not sure which president it was but it must have been 

during Clintonôs term. The solicitor general presents the governmentôs 

cases to the Supreme Court, and so Paul was going to present a case in the 

opening session, and it turned out to be the opening session when Ruth 

Bader Ginsburg was on the bench. He invited my mother and she took the 

train to Washington, and she called me later and she talked about how 

proud she was. You know, they dress up in tails and the whole thing for 

this. I said, ñWell, how did he do?ò And she said, ñWell, you know, he 

knew her from high school.ò And I said. ñHow come I didnôt know her in 
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high school?ò And she said, ñYou didnôt hang out with the smart kids.ò 

[laughter] Well, the other famous story was that when he called home 

from the end of his first year at the Harvard Law School, he said he was 

second in the class. She said, ñWho was first?ò 

Riess: Thatôs a mother, a bit of the push. 

Bender: Well, where thereôs a pushy motherðbut some got pushed in different 

ways. I probably got pushed away more. Thinking about this has brought 

out in meðI realized I was seeing peeks of something there thatôs 

different than that track. 

Riess: Peeks? 

Bender: Looking through a curtain, or a keyhole, at these views of what was in 

Manhattan and how people were living there. There seemed a richer life 

than the lifeðyou know, because I was good in math and science I was 

supposed to go to Brooklyn Tech and be an engineer, where you could 

work for the city or a big company.  

And I was findingðI was becoming interested in people who are artists. I 

wasnôt quite sure what it was. I began to get interestedðwell, I was 

always interested in building because of my grandfather. And somehow 

Brooklyn Tech sounded like it was going to take so much of my time and 

be so rigid that I decided that I was going to stay and go to James 

Madison, the regular high school, where I could be on the swimming team 

and I could take art classes. And Iôm not, I never was sure what it was but 

I was sure that I wanted to do that. My brother chose to go toðwell, the 

junior high was just being invented at that point and he went to one of the 

first junior highs. He went on to Madison, but he went on an accelerated 

track. And then he went from there to Harvard and then Harvard Law 

School. My path was much less direct.  

The other piece of going into New York was I discovered the Museum of 

Science and Industry, which was there at the time but itôs gone now. 

These were other tracks. At a certain time of the year with my friends we 

wouldnôt go to the museums, we went to 23
rd

 Street where there was the 

Lionel Building, the company that made the electric trains. And right near 

it was a building with a space called the Gilbert Hall of Science. Gilbert 

made Erector Sets, and we used to hang out there because we were getting 

interested in making things, mechanical things, electrical things. I was 

making a transition that was wonderful for me. 

 I also grew up on the beach, in the season, whenever we could. When I 

was young, maybe six or eight years old or so, my life was about getting 

down to the beach and making sand castles. More than sand castlesðwith 

other kids we built whole cities, and canals. We drained the water and we 

challenged the ocean. Weôd move closer, we made different shapes, we 

tried to hold or to use the waterðthere was nothing more exciting than to 

see how well it had succeeded. Sometimes the tide would come while we 

were there and we would watch, or sometimes we would leave something 
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and wake up in the morning and to be ready to rush down to see what had 

happened. 

Riess: Each time did you improve on your castle? Did you create greater 

bulwarks and so on? 

Bender: We tried. You know sometimes we would bring stones to put in, we did 

everything but what you were ñsupposedò to do. We didnôt bring pails and 

makeðyou know, youôd learn early to fill a pail up with sand and turn it 

over, and you take it off and you see the shape. But we learned how to 

decorate them by taking very wet mud and dribbling it. 

Riess: Dribble castles. 

Bender: We learned to see if we could build two separate ones, and how we could 

catch the water and make them connect. But we spent long days working 

together, building and decorating and watching the sea erase it all, and it 

was very special. 

Riess: So summers, this was summers? 

Bender: For the summers. And the rest of the year and later, I remember carving 

sailboats out of bark. Made a boat out of a wooden cheese box once, I 

remember, with a rubber band motor that made a motorboat. Then we 

started to get involved with electric trains, and we would buildðwe spent 

more time building scenery around the trains or doing inventions. We took 

the motors out and we would put the motors in theð I remember we made 

cable cars that went between the houses. Most didnôt work, the trains were 

broken more than they were fixed, but we learned about electricity, we 

learned about motors. We took the train motors and put them in our 

Tinker Toys. Weôd combine Tinker Toys with Lincoln Logs and Erector 

Sets, and I donôt think I ever used the instruction book. It was always 

experimenting, inventing, things of that sort. 

Riess: And you were supplied with stuff, I mean your parents somehow were 

helping sponsor this? 

Bender: Both parents were interested to see it happening. My father especially 

loved the building part and the tinkering and the building. I would get a 

new train engine, but I particularly wanted, because you could take the 

engine out of the train, and we would use it to make other things. But most 

of all it seemed the most natural thing in the world to be doing that. And 

doing it not alone, but doing it in collaboration, doing it with invention, 

enjoying testing it. 

Riess: Were you the leader do you think? 

Bender: Not at first, but at one point I was probably the leader at this, and I know 

for me itôs a passion that hasnôt gone away. I think the minute we had 

children we made sure we were at the beach. Each of the boys was in the 
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ocean before they were six months old; they were in the surf before they 

could walk. 

[Tape 3: Side A] 

Bender: We were finding ways to live a life, and it began to be that the most 

natural thing in the world was to be doing that, to be building, to be 

working, to be experimenting. I mean there were failures, but there was no 

such thing as failure. The failures meant you had to try it another way. 

And eventually it was something we couldnôt do; sometimes we were 

picking a bigger motor or something different. But there were always 

more tracks and more ways. But what it was about was, well, I still like 

the expression from dawn to dusk. You know, weôd be there as soon as 

you could get out in the morning, and all day long. That was heaven, to be 

doing that. 

Riess: And the mothers were down at the beach to make sure you didnôt get 

swept away with the tide? 

Bender: Yes, the mothers were there, but there were lots of people there and so it 

wasnôt always your mother. And eventually as time went on we were such 

fish that we were probably more capable of rescuing the mothers, you 

know. I was an early swimmer. My father used to, all year round, used to 

meet a group of friends and go to this beach club where they had handball 

courts and played handball. And after that, when the season was right, 

they would go for a swim in the ocean. There were these rock jetties. It 

wasnôt a big swim but you go out about fifty yards around the jetty and 

come back, and it was like a test of adulthood. Somewhere around eight 

years old I could go and do that. And later years when I was a teenager, 

we used to swim way out in the ocean. We had one friend, Mike Priano, 

told us if you go out far enough there were buoys out there. And I 

remember two of us swam out, it must have been two miles out, the ñtwo 

mile limit,ò and we found this line of buoys, and we went from one to the 

other and written on each one was ñMike Priano, King of the Sea.ò 

[laughter] 

Riess: What a fine name. You had some fine Italian friends like Mike Priano? 

Bender: Yes, and Vinnie Zoino was another one.  

Riess: Vinnie? 

Bender: Vincent Zoino. I knew him from the beach and then we were later at the 

Flatbush Boys Club together, where we swam on the swimming team. 

Vinnie Zoino was a really good swimmer. I heard he went to Hawaii to 

train for the Olympics but then I lost track of him till watching the 

Sergeant Bilko series one day, and Sergeant Bilko was with a group of 

sailors once and my God there was Vinnie Zoino! [name changed to 

Vince Edwards, he was televisionôs Ben Casey] 

Riess: The ethnic range out there at Sheepshead Bay was what? 



41 

Bender: There were a lot of Italians, there were a lot of Greeks, those were the 

main, and Jewish people. And it was a real focus on the sea, the peopleð

there were Irish, and my friend John Reilly, his father owned a fishing 

boat named the Ann Reilly after his sister, one of what were called party 

boats. And sometimes we would go out early in the morning and help cut 

bait for the fishing parties, but they wereðwhen the war started people 

would join the Coast Guard, would join the navy. 

Riess: I think you told me about diving for nickels? 

Bender: Yes. Sheepshead Bay, if you see it now itôs harder to recognize because it 

has concrete bulkheads all around, but at that point it was a mostly 

eroding bay. But there were docks where the fishing boats were. And 

there was a wooden bridge that crossed into Manhattan Beach, which was 

the ocean side and which was a quite nice residential area, a low bridge. 

And on Sundays there were lots of people walking on the bridge because 

there was a restaurant, Lundyôs, a famous one. And a lot of the kids would 

wait under the bridge and call up to people and say, ñIf you throw coins 

in, I will dive for them,ò and when I got old enoughðmaybe I wasnôt old 

enough, because I must have slipped away some days to do that with 

them. And we used to, I once got a quarter, and a quarter was big at that 

time. And the water was clear enough in those days, but you had to be 

careful when you went down that you didnôt disturb the bottom. 

Riess: Those sound like wonderful summers. And you started to go to summer 

camps. 

Bender: Yes, and again, we didnôt have enough money to pay for a regularðat 

those times people would go to two-month ñsleep awayò camps. But my 

left-wing Aunt Leah, she decided to make her own camp, and she started a 

business. The farther left in my family you got, the more entrepreneurial 

they were, and the more successful at business. My uncle and aunt who 

were the most left-wing were the ones who had an Oldsmobile and drove 

across the country, and they started businesses and things. Anyway, it was 

arranged that Paul and I would go to summer camp at Aunt Leahôs camp, 

and my mother would be the ñCamp Mother,ò which meant she would do 

thingsðit wasnôt exactly clear, but she would do things like sewing, 

patching, and being nice to little kids. 

Riess: Where was the camp? 

Bender: The first one was near Danbury, in Connecticut. Then she moved to, I 

think it was called Tunis Lakeðit was on the edge of the Poconos. And 

somewhere in thatðin some of those camps there were counselors who 

had just come back from the Lincoln Brigade, so we would be singing 

ñViva la Quinta Brigada,ò and Russian songs and Chinese songs. I 

somehow remember more spirit at the time of the war in Spain than later; 

maybe in some ways we were more involved, in other ways less. I donôt 

know. It was the beginning of something important, but it wasnôt exactly 

clear what that was. 
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In my teens I went to a camp called Camp Woodland. At Woodland I 

started to meet kids who went to the Little Red Schoolhouse. That was 

one of the first progressive private schools in Greenwich Village. And 

there were kids from Ethical Culture School there too. The Little Red 

Schoolhouse had a high school called Elizabeth Irwin High School. They 

were kids who had a fulltime dose of what I was getting at childrenôs 

camp, of progressive education, of the left wing, building up to the war. 

Although by the time I was at Woodland it was wartime already. That was 

a place where if you wantedðweôd say, ñThereôs no tennis court.ò ñWell, 

go ahead and build a tennis court,ò was the answer, so we were building a 

tennis court. As the war came we wereðI donôt think ñrented outò but we 

were allowed to work for local farmers to help do the haying and take care 

around the farm.  

We put on shows and productions in whichðI remember painting the 

scenery, and the counselor who was showing us about the painting was a 

man named Alex Dobkin who turned out to be an artist who was showing 

in the ACA Gallery which was a left wing gallery in Manhattan. And that 

opened a whole new group to me. I couldnôt have been more than fourteen 

or fifteen then, but I went toðagain, the kids from camp who used to go 

to the museums decided to go to see this gallery and we saw the paintings 

of Robert Gwathmey, who was the father of Charles Gwathmey, the 

famous architect. Bob Gwathmey at that point was painting simple and 

very beautiful pictures of black people working in the fields down south. 

And there were some other left wing painters from the twenties and 

thirties there, Realist painters. And the amazing thing, you could go into 

galleries for nothing and see this, and so we started to go to galleries. 

Riess: That seems remarkable. Thatôs not like the most obviously interesting art 

for teenage boys. You were interested in art per se, as we used to say? 

Bender: Well, at that point it was becoming boys and girls. I donôt thinkðI was 

less interested in art per se than I was in the cutting edge. I canôt 

remember going much to the Metropolitan Museum of Art to look at the 

classical; I do remember going to galleries to see things I had never seen 

before. And also to feel you were part of something. There was some of 

that at MoMA because you saw things you hadnôt seen before. You also 

saw in those daysðthey built a series of houses in the garden at MoMA. 

One of the first was by Marcel Breuer, after the war, a modern house. You 

couldnôt see such things anywhere else that I could go. Later on, when I 

was at Harvard, in my first year in architecture school we wanted to see 

some of those modern houses weôd seen pictures of, Philip Johnsonôs 

house, the Breuer houses, and some by John Johansen, and we had to 

hitchhike all the way to New Canaan, Connecticut to see modern houses, 

despite the fact you were seeing them in magazines. 

Bender: [tape interruption] Let me put one thing in. I notice I keep making notes to 

myself. One of my fatherôs passions was optical illusions, and he was 

always collecting them and showing me, like the famous one: is it two 

cups or two peopleôs faces? 
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Riess: Yes. 

Bender: My favorite is the three cubes that are seen in a different way, as a star, 

the idea that thereôs something there that you havenôt seen until you are 

ready to see it. So with the star or the three cubes, if I tell you itôs a star 

youôll see the star. But once I mention that itôs three cubesðyouôll see the 

cubes and itôll be hard to see the star. And what started to fascinate me 

about that is that nothing changes on the page. The lines donôt change, 

whatôs in front of you, but you see that there are other possibilities. And 

that triggered something in me early, and in lectures and writing and 

things I do ever since, the idea keeps coming back. We all go in saying 

this is a star, and how do we work with the star, and then one day 

someone says no itôs three cubes! And from then on I think, well, what 

else could it be? But that idea of coming back and seeing that something 

was not what we thought it was. 

Riess: When your father talked about this, how did he talk about itðwas it more 

of a trick? Or was it that he had the deep thought? 

Bender: He didnôt talk about it philosophically. He talked about the enjoyment of 

the trick. He liked to do magic tricks, too. And it sort of fell more in that 

range.  

 But for me, well, I think I mentioned he gave me a book on Frank Lloyd 

Wright, and I fell in love with the story, I fell in love with the book. But 

the thing that I got out of the book that made me realize I was seeing a 

side of the star or the cube that I wasnôt supposed to see, Frank Lloyd 

Wrightôs first big job ever, employment jobðhe went to work for Adler 

and Sullivan, and Sullivan is the dynamic designer. Everybody knows 

Sullivan. I read the book, and I read about Adler and I read about Sullivan, 

and I didnôt know who I was supposed to be. I realized I was supposed to 

want to be Sullivan but I wanted to be Adler. Adler was the builder, the 

one who made it happen. Sullivan was dynamic, romantic and all of that, 

but I related to Dankmar Adlerðthat was his name, I thinkðwho 

understood construction, who understood the world around it enough to 

get it done. Later, when I was involved with [Wallace K.] Harrison and 

[Max] Abramovitz, I realizedðeverybody wants to be the other oneð 

Riess: How come you didnôt want to be Frank Lloyd Wright? 

Bender: Oh, well I, I guess I never saw that I could be Frank Lloyd Wright. I 

admired Frank Lloyd Wright, but I couldnôt see myself in that life. I could 

see myself doing what Adler was doing. When I was later working in the 

office of Harrison and Abramovitz, almost no one knew the Abramovitz 

name. There it turned out that Abramovitz was really the Sullivan, and 

Harrison was the Adler. But Harrison so wanted to be the Sullivan that at 

one point after they had success Harrison started designing the buildings 

and Abramovitz started doing the management, and it was terrible! 

[laughter] Anyway, but that optical illusion thing comes back to me.  



44 

Riess: You told me that if somebody told you things were one way, you just 

assumed that it was important to investigate the other way. 

Bender: The other way, yes. There was excitement, joy, in finding the other way. 

And that came from the politics also, because I grew up in a world where 

what I was hearing around home was not what the general trend was. 

When we started to go to summer camp, when I compare my summer 

camp experience with the one Sue was having at the same timeðSue can 

sing her camp songs from those days, she was the leader of ñThe Singò at 

the end of the summer. And we sang political songs, we sang the songs 

Paul Robeson sang. When we put on a program at the end of the year it 

was based on Paul Robeson with us all singing ñ I am an Americanò as a 

chorus.  

When we painted, did our arts and crafts, my friends would come home 

from camp with lanyards and things theyôd made in leather working. And 

I learned how to paint scenery, dark scenery using dark colors like for 

battle scenes in the background as we sang about the war, and after the 

war building a new world and things of that sort. Alex Dobkin, the art 

counselor, he wasnôt teaching us about little things to make and bring 

home. I remember learning that white could be used in different ways than 

just painting something white, that it wasðwell, like set design and how 

you made impressions of things. And one art class I took at James 

Madison was with a teacher called Mr. Varney who showed us 

pointillism, and it was a miracle for me. I got so entranced with the idea 

that you could make a picture by thatðif Iôd met Chuck Close then, it 

would have had maybe the same kind of experience. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: But again, it was getting into things on another level.  

Riess: Frank Lloyd Wright, what did you know about him, as an architect? Was 

the Guggenheim Museum built? 

Bender: No, the Guggenheim was, I donôt even know that there were sketches in 

the book of the Guggenheim. There were beginning sketches in the book 

of what would be the Guggenheim one day. I did connect with the 

Guggenheim in a different way, and with Frank Lloyd Wright in a 

different way later. But at that point what I was looking for was I saw the 

Frank Lloyd Wright biography as a young manôs way into another world. 

He was coming from the country to Chicago and finding a way, and that 

was I wanted, to do something. So thatôs what got me toðit just didnôt 

seem impossible. 

Riess: What magazines and newspapers were influencing you? 

Bender: PM. There was briefly a newspaper called PM. But I donôt remember 

reading magazines so much. 
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Riess: How did you and your friends know what was going on in Manhattan, or 

even the world? 

Bender: People were talking about it. Not only at our family gatherings, but we 

would walk sometimes on a nice Sunday evening to Coney Island, on the 

Boardwalkðwe have pictures of Coney Island as amusement rides, but on 

a Sunday night it would be packed with clusters of people having heated 

political arguments. And particularly around nine oôclock Walter Winchell 

had his broadcast and he would tell the latest news or scandal, and then 

there would be knots of people arguing on both sidesðñIs he right? Is he 

wrong?ò There were arguments about elections. Elections were much 

more contentious in those days, and particularly in New York where the 

American Labor Party could be the balance between the left and the right. 

So there was a lot of discussion. I donôt know that my friends and I talked 

about politics so much, but we were looking for what was changing, what 

was new, how the world was changing, how to question. And finding 

reason to question. And more than that, finding it was possible to 

question, 

Riess: Is that an observation you made then? It seems so self-conscious, 

Bender: I donôt think we knew it at the time. But I do remember in the fourth grade 

we were supposed toðwe had an art class and we were supposed to paint 

the view out the window. And I started painting the grass yellow. And the 

teacher said, ñThe grass is green,ò and I said, ñItôs yellow. I see itôs 

yellow.ò And I remember to this day that was the beginning of something 

for me. And I still have a tendency to take almost anything Iôm told and 

the first thing I do is see what happens if you turn it upside down.  

And what attracted me to modern art and then to modern architecture, and 

to so much of the technology, is that itôs about there is another way to do 

it that no one understands yet. And you can be part of figuring it out. 

Whereas what I was being told in school is that this is the way it is and it 

was discovered by so and so and thatôs what you have to learn. I 

remember someone gave me a book called Crucibles, as I remember by 

Bernard Jaffe, which was the story of different chemical discoveries, and I 

remember reading that with such passion because these people figured it 

out,  

But probably one of the biggest changes at that moment, and in many 

ways it changed my lifeðbecause I was interested in building, my father 

bought me The Autobiography of Frank Lloyd Wright for my twelfth or 

thirteenth birthday. And I was completely fascinated by that. And then I 

got other Frank Lloyd Wright books that had more pictures and I saw 

things that I had never seen beforeðI mean, if you had seen them in a 

movie you would have thought they were space ships, some of the Frank 

Lloyd Wright buildings.  Eventually when I was in high school and trying 

to think about where I would study I wrote a letter to Frank Lloyd Wright 

and I asked him which architectural school was the best school. And 

amazingly, and I didnôt realize how amazing it was then, but he wrote 

back and said, ñDonôt go to any of them. None of them are any good. Go 
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into civil engineering and then youôll be able to tell them what to do,ò 

Only later I discovered thatôs what he did. Thatôs what Frank Lloyd 

Wright would do, tell you what he did, rather than--. And I did it, actually, 

and I made a series of decisions, I went to City College to study 

engineering. 

Riess: Can you remember more moments like that? How smart of your parents to 

have known that would be important, 

Bender: Well, they were good like that. When they saw what I was doing, they fed 

it. On the other hand, my mother was determined to have me play the 

piano, and that was disaster after disaster. I had lessons, and finally I 

didnôt have lessons. So then she said I had to have some instrument, so I 

took trumpet lessons for a while and that was even worse. I think she gave 

up on me when my brother started to play the piano; he played the piano 

really well and more and more. It took that pressure off me. 

Riess: Those neighborhood kids, did you stay in touch with them? 

Bender: I lost touch with most of them, eventually. One of the most influential was 

a guy named Melvin Smith. He and I were probably most interested in 

artðnow I am getting ahead, but eventually he introduced me to a couple 

of other teenagers, and in my last year in high school I took a share, I 

guess youôd say, in an apartment in Greenwich Village that four or five of 

us paid the rent for. It was over Peter Carboneôs Village String Shop. The 

corner of McDougal and Bleeker. 

Riess: It was a ñpadò? 

Bender: A place where we could stay. Or spend the day, or go in and out. I was 

gradually moving out of the house. There was a lot of tensionðwell, I 

should go back to that. 

Riess: The peer group is so important. 

Bender: Yes, but part of the peer group began to change. Somewhere, I think the 

summer between when I was fourteen and fifteen, I got this brilliant idea 

from  Frank Lloyd Wright and his apprenticeship with Louis Sullivan. I 

had the idea that I would see if I could get a job with the architect of 

Rockefeller Center. And it never occurred to me that the architect of 

Rockefeller Center would have his office anywhere else, and I looked on 

the directory, and I saw Corbett, Harrison and McMurrayðit later 

changed to Harrison and Abramowitzðbut it turned out that Corbett, 

Harrison and McMurray were the architects for Rockefeller Center. And 

Harrison in particular was the connection with the Rockefellers.  

At any rate I had this plan, which seemed quite reasonable to me at the 

time: one Saturday morning when I was going in to meet my father--for 

some reason my mother and brother were going somewhere else so I was 

going to take the subway in. I went in early, and I looked on the directory 

and I went up to the 51
st
 Floor. And I went in to the receptionist and I 



47 

started to explain to her that I wanted to be an architect and that this was 

the most beautiful, amazing place in the world and that I wantedðñCan I 

be an office boy? Can I do something to work here?ò She looked shocked, 

and she was about to tell me to go away when I heard this laugh and this 

man came out who I later found out was Harrison, who was walking by 

and heard this. He basically said, ñI canôt believe this, but come in,ò and I 

ended up being hired to come in on Saturday mornings and be an office 

boy. In those days Saturday mornings thereôs a lot of cleaning up to do 

after the week. So I rolled blueprints and I helped to file and I brought 

coffee and I kept busy. That was it. 

Riess: The chutzpah! 

Bender: I donôt know whether it was chutzpah or desperation. 

Riess: You were desperate to get out ofð 

Bender: I knew there was something else on the other side of where I was. I was 

starting in high schoolðI was really good in elementary school, I was 

valedictorian in my elementary school graduating class. But when I got to 

high school I was bored stiff and my only interest was the swimming 

team, 

Riess: You didnôt have the love of books? 

Bender: They were squashing it. I remember we were being given assignments in 

Arrowsmith, and I started to read Arrowsmith, my kind of book, he goes 

against the crowd, he tries to changeðI finished the book in two days! 

We were assigned fifteen pages, and the teacher would ask questions 

about the first fifteen pages, and the next fifteen pages, and I was three 

books beyond, reading all his other books, and she was going onðI didnôt 

know by then the questions she was asking about. 

Riess: Would you describe yourself, the self that could walk right up and ask for 

that job? Were you always tall and self-confident? 

Bender: I was then pudgy, tall and pudgy on the way to getting thinner because I 

was beginning to swim, and entering swimming competitions. But I donôt 

think I was so outgoingðwell, I could be strong-willed.  

My mother decided that I should be bar mitzvahed and trotted me off to 

Hebrew school. My grandfather was president of the local shul, which was 

in a storefront in our neighborhood, but my mother brought me to a more 

elegant place on Avenue R, and signed me up for lessons. And I hated it. I 

used to be able to roller-skate there, and somewhere very soon I stopped 

going. 

Riess: Had the temple been part of your life before then? 

Bender: We would go on holidays. At home, because of my grandfather we 

celebrated downstairs with our family at my auntôs apartment, but it was 
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not much a part of my world or interest, and this just had no meaning for 

me at all. For a while I was lucky: my cousin Milton, six years older than 

me, lived not far away from the temple, and I remember at one point he 

was ill and I used to visit him, and then I just decided not to go. I 

intercepted a couple of postcards, and finallyðmy mother thought I was 

going, and then the time came when she needed to make the arrangements 

for the bar mitzvah, because now it was getting close, and it turned out 

that I hadnôt been going. And that was quite a flare-up. She said, ñYouôve 

got to do this for your grandfather.ò And my grandfather said, ñYou donôt 

have to do it for me; you do it if you want to do it.ò Eventually I got even 

more cynical because what I did was memorize what I had to do and I 

went through the ritual, but with noðI remember feeling like it finished 

something for me. 

Riess: I am sorry, I took you back out of our chronology. Letôs talk about the 

Harrison office now, and your plan to work there. It showed such 

confidence to present yourself there, I think. 

Bender: But I didnôt think it was so daring. What I saw was happeningðI didnôt 

realize how much the world was changing, but because of the war people 

were doing things they couldnôt do otherwise. I had made a Victory 

Garden, I did that with my grandfather. I was a messenger: there were air 

raid wardens, and I couldnôt be an air raid warden but I could be a 

messenger with an arm band and you rode your bike and theoretically you 

would deliver messages. And we put tape on the headlights of cars so 

there wouldnôt be too much glare so the submarines wouldnôt see the 

silhouette of the cityðthe lights were all dimmed. I even knitted squares 

in school to aid the war effortðthey were called Afghans. We collected 

cans and flattened them. My older cousins werenôt around; two of my 

cousins were in the army. People were doing things they hadnôt done 

before. At any rate I asked for a job, and maybe it was because of things I 

read, that there were office boy jobs.  

Harrisonôs office turned out to be the most amazing opportunity for me, 

although I hardly saw him. It was a big office, and at the end of the war it 

became Harrison and Abramowitz and Harrison became the architect for 

the United Nations Building. And when the international committee of 

advisors arrived they came to the office, and one Saturday morning I 

found I was bringing coffee for Oscar Niemeyer and Corbusier, and just 

beginning to know who they were. There was more of the excitement than 

in ordinary offices at that point. It was not just about the UN, but the UN 

was going to be a different kind of building. There were no glass buildings 

then.  

Riess: You were there on Saturday mornings? 

Bender: Yes, but it went on. As I went through high school it became one and then 

two afternoons a week, and in a sense when it was time for me to decide 

about collegeð 

Riess: How did it work with the place in Greenwich Village? 
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Bender: That was the last year of high school. But because I was coming in after 

school, I was in the city, I would meet other people, generally a little older 

than I was, who were interested in the galleries, who were interested inð

well, it began a period in which I hung out more and more with people 

who were older than I was.  

The Harrison and Abramowitz Officeðwhat made even more of a 

difference in changing my life was the connection with the Rockefellers. 

There was a deep connection between Harrison and Rockefeller. And so 

Nelson Rockefeller had set up something called IBEC, the International 

Basic Economy Corporation, which was a company that was supposed to 

help developing countries develop. And they were particularly interested 

in Venezuela and South America at the time. They wereðwell, the 

Harrison firm had spread to two floors almost, and part of one of the 

floors was taken over by IBEC. And there were all different people in 

IBEC. But I would go up with messages sometimes and then I would go 

up to lookðbecause one of the IBEC projects was about how to do low-

cost housing in developing countries. 

They were workingðagain, another interest of mine was in engineering, 

that there were technical answers. And they were trying to develop 

somethingðthe IBEC system they called it eventuallyðwhich could 

make houses out of concrete, using a technology that came out of World 

War II by accident. They had these big cranesðif a big B-29 bomber 

crashed on the runway you had to get it out of the way fast. So they made 

these giant cranes that could lift twenty-six tons of airplane. And the idea 

was going to be that these cranes would lift a moldðit was a mold for a 

house basically, interior and exterior walls, but they would be poured with 

concrete. The mold would be put down on a concrete slab, and they would 

pour concrete in the mold and strip the mold off, and off on another part 

of the site they were pouring flat slabs for the roof. They would pour it in 

one form and then put paper in between another. And then a vacuum thing 

on the same crane would lift them up and put them on as roofs. For me it 

was just an amazing picture, like a factory that was going to turn out 

houses. But it turned out there were a number of problems, technical 

problems. And at that point I was in college, at CCNY, so it was around 

the fifties. 

Riess: You maintained the connection with the office? 

Bender: All through college I worked for Harrison. By the time I was in 

engineering school at CCNY I was working on the UN in the field. I went 

to school in the daytime and I worked on the night shift at the UN site as a 

clerk of the works.  

Riess: Thatôs like a construction supervisor? 

Bender: Well, itôs the lowest level of construction supervisor. When the trucks 

would come with the steel, for instance, they couldnôt go through the 

streets during regular traffic hours so they would come at night, and when 
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they unloaded I would show where each piece of steel would go so when 

they were picked up in the morning they would be in the right order. 

Riess: Thatôs a lot of responsibility. 

Bender: Someone elseðI didnôt plan it, everything was labeled. At that point I 

was nineteen or twenty. You see, in high school I was working as the 

office boy. And then when I went to City College and was studying 

engineeringðI guess I graduated when I was twenty-one, and I had been 

working those last three years. 

Riess: Rockefellers in Venezuela raises some possible intimations of exploitation 

of the people on banana plantationsðwere there some cloudy issues about 

IBEC? 

Bender: You know, all through my history I think there were cloudy issues where I 

didnôt see the clouds! I spent a good number of years, starting with that, 

and then in the work that I did after that, on issues that could go either 

way, where you could look at them in different ways. I looked at it as 

clean, sanitary, fireproof, ratproof housing for poor people. You could say 

it another way: the workers were being exploited, but I saw it as housing 

for poor people.  IBEC was not a profit-making company itself. I knowðI 

was sorry I couldnôt get more involved but at a later period at Harvard and 

MIT groups were working on a big planning project for South America. 

When I later worked with Wiener and Sert they worked on planning 

projects in developing countries that you could say were opening 

opportunities, or that they were exploiting. Nowadays a lot of the work 

that I do in my non-profit and in developing countries of affordable 

housing is supported by work I do for developers who donate the money 

to do the other work.  

So Iðsomewhere along the way it became clear that you have to go ahead 

before you know all the facts, or before you get it all decided. The 

expression thatôs guided me for so long is ñitôs easier to take a step in the 

right direction than to know where you are going.ò But you canôt figure it 

all out before you start. So withðI never thought twice about the IBEC 

things, to me it was a wonderful opportunity, and it was a way to show 

people how they could do something healthier and safer and better. Later 

on I learned that maybe it was not the best way to be making houses and 

we switched from the prefabrication industry to self-help kinds of things. 

We focused on what came to be called sites and services, and we put more 

of what we could put publicly into making the place right, providing for 

utilities and infrastructure and tools and making it possible for people to 

build their own houses rather than to manufacture a house for people. My 

whole career in low-cost housing in developing countries is all about the 

balance betweenðwhether itôs public housing or is that the best way to do 

it.  

The other piece that came out of all this, and it summarizes my whole 

career, but also these first yearsðlater when we lived in Switzerland, and 

again while I was studying at Harvard, I met Sigfried Gideon who was a 
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historian of technology and architecture, and he mentioned once that 

ñarchitecture begins in construction and ends in town planning,ò and thatôs 

the story of my life. And I now see it in different tracks, from the 

basement of my grandfatherôs house, working on bookshelves, up through 

the construction technology at MIT. My Harvard thesis was a way to build 

low-cost housing by taking modules and hanging them from trusses up 

above. In Switzerland I worked on prefabricated housing in concrete. But 

as it moves along, the way to solve the problem always was to go to the 

next level. I realized the engineer wasnôt making the decisions, the 

architect was, so I moved to architecture. Then I realized if I wanted to do 

large scale or significant projects that had to do with poor people or 

communities it became a planning problem, because everyone said, ñOh, 

thatôs a good idea. But do it over there, not here.ò So in teaching, as well 

as my professional interest, everything has moved from construction to 

architecture to larger, urban, more complex work. 

Riess: The way you have just phrased that, would you say that helping poor 

people is one of your big motivations? 

Bender: I never thought of it in that way, but certainly from the politics that I was 

exposed to when I was young and then through the war and the spirit of 

post-war, helping poor people, helping developing countriesðmore and 

more I have come to see it as communities rather than houses, helping 

raise the level of community, singing all those songs together and 

meaning it. And so it was how to find a way, and testing it, coming back, 

just like the sand castles. You leave it at the end of the day and you come 

back the next morning to see what the tide did.  

I went back to see the first test of those IBEC houses. We designed and 

built ninety houses in Norfolk, Virginia. Sueôs brother, Arthur Rosenfeld, 

had married a woman from Norfolk, Virginia, Helene, and weôd go down 

there occasionally. I saw those houses forty or fifty years later, and boy 

they are sad. They were built to be a slum, in a way. They were built as 

workerôs housing, and they were safe, they were fireproofðthey are still 

there today. But they werenôt conceived of as a community. The things 

that make a success are not the architecture or the construction, they are 

about the lives of the people, the community. Every time I see that famous 

movie of blowing up the building in St. Louis [Pruitt Igoe] considered as a 

failure of architecture, itôs a failure of something much bigger than that.  

Riess: You said that when you were at the Harrison office you were bringing 

coffee to Corbusier. Tell me what you recall of these masters and about 

the United Nations building project. 

Bender: Well, I donôt remember most of them. There was one day I was there 

when most of the committee was there. There was Sven Markelius from 

Sweden, and there was a Chinese man [Liang Sicheng] who looked very 

diminutive and apparently he hadnôt been in China much. During the war 

he was at a university in this country. 
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When I tell the story of the UN now, it comes from lots of pieces at 

different times, because I realized I was in the middle of things I didnôt 

know were going when they were going on. But in the office on the days 

when I would be there there would occasionally be a meeting of the UN 

committee. So I knew about the UN project, and I was fascinated to see 

some of the people. By that point I knew Corbusierôs name, and in the 

little bits I saw, he was the dynamic person. He was talking the most, he 

was almost like a caricature of himself. He was very dapper, very 

energetic and a force field. And I also remember Niemeyer, who very 

often sat next to himðI shouldnôt say very often because it wasnôt that 

oftenðbut I can picture Niemeyer sitting next to Corbusier and looking 

very small and that he was very bundled up and that he was always cold. 

And I later realized his influence was there much more than you felt in the 

room, and that many of the things Corbusier was talking about were things 

that he and Niemeyer had done at different times.  

But to go back, it was in the late fall of ô46 that I started this, and the UN 

project was just beginning. I was entering my last year in high school. 

Some of this spills into ô47. I know that Harrison, because of Rockefeller, 

had been in Washington in some bureau of Latin American Affairs during 

much of the war, and he was coming back. What I didnôt know is that as 

the idea of the UN complex was coming together, the question was where 

was it going to be? And at the same time, or even before that discussion, 

William Zeckendorf, a very dynamic developer who played a very big 

part in New York in many ways, he began to assemble land during the 

war, maybe he even began before the war. The East Side of Manhattan 

between the forties and 34
th
 Street was the abattoir district, with all the 

slaughterhouses. There was a pre-war project called Tudor City built there 

which was supposed to be very elegant, but they had to turn the back of 

some of the apartments away from the view because of the abattoir. But 

Zeckendorf understood that if he could buy enough of the land and get rid 

of the slaughterhouses, he had the possibility to make a fortune. He had 

assembled a big piece of that land, and somewhere around 1946 he 

understood that if he could build a platform over the original land, there 

was talk of a highway along the East Side that could go under itðthe idea 

of platforms was becoming a new oneðand then he could put a kind of 

Rockefeller Center on top of it. Rockefeller Center was very successful 

because of the Depression and then the war.  Little had been built since. 

Riess: A ñkind of Rockefeller Centerò meaning high-rise office buildings? 

Bender: But with other things added. In Rockefeller Centerôs original idea it was 

going to have a ñRadio Cityò and the skating rink, shops, restaurants, a 

concert hall and the Metropolitan Opera was supposed to be there, but 

because of the Depression it got taken out. So the idea was could they do 

one here like that? And when he got around to doing it he talked to 

different people but ended up deciding that he would ask Harrison because 

of his connection with Rockefeller Center, and maybe even more with his 

connection with the Rockefellers, because maybe they would invest in 

this. Zeckendorf was not looking so much to develop the whole thing 
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himself, but to make a profit on the land and thenðso he asked Harrison 

to make some schemes.  

Whatôs interesting is it was supposed to be very secret, because once 

people knew what he was planning to do with the land, not only that piece 

of land but the land around it would go up in value. And so when he asked 

Harrison to do it, I think they were calling it X City, and they set it up as a 

secret project. I didnôt knowðin the office then, nobody talked about it, 

Iôm not sure how many people knew about it. But I would occasionally be 

asked to make deliveries to George Dudley, who was one of Rockefellerôs 

right-hand men at the Marguery Hotel. It turned out they had rented two 

apartments in the Marguery Hotel, one for the project they were working 

on, the project there where no one would see it, and George Dudley was 

living with his family in the other one, so it would be perfectly logical that 

he was going back and forth. And I would make these deliveries to 

George Dudley there, and I would see him. Sometimes I would see his 

wife. But George Dudley came to be someone who I could relate to, and 

George Dudley later became head of IBEC. 

Later, as the UN planning got farther alongðwell, some of the people 

thought the UN should be like a new town, and they were looking at sites 

up to thirty, forty thousand acres.  

Riess: And that would be the Corbusier version of it? 

Bender: Well, Corbusierôs original idea was thatôs what it should be. And there 

were sites like that. Once it was decided it was to be in the United States, 

one of the sites that was considered was San Francisco, and then the idea 

was that it would be the Presidio. Which again, I didnôt know that at the 

time. Only later when I got involved with the Presidio here I realized that, 

because the UN had started in San Francisco. Corbusier had said we 

shouldnôt do a Rockefeller Center, because it shouldnôt be in the middle of 

a city. One of the ideas is that you could have taken over Rockefeller 

Center for it, and there was another idea on the West Side. As it got close 

it looked like there was a chance they were going to select a site in 

Philadelphia. But in the meantime, I have heard that people were talking 

about the fact that Corbusier was flying in a small plane around New 

York. It turned out later that he flew up to the Rockefeller estate, 

Pocantico Hills, and flew around, and his idea was to try to convince the 

Rockefellers to give that to the UN. And they were looking at something 

in Flushing Meadowsð[Robert] Moses was resisting anything in the city 

because he wanted it to go on the Worldôs Fair site at Flushing to 

revitalize that.  

But as it was getting down to it, and there was more and more interest in a 

site outside of Philadelphia, it came together when Harrison and his group 

were talking to the Rockefellers about the Zeckendorf site. Somewhere it 

was proposed, Nelson I think proposed that his father, the Rockefellers, 

would buy the Zeckendorf land and give it to the UN. And within an 

amazingly short period of time they worked it all out. Trygve Lie was the 

secretary general, and he loved the idea. It was a way to be in New York 
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without being in New York. It was a fresh start. Theyôd get the land free, 

which was something. 

Riess: It was a major power deal? 

Bender: It was a major power deal, and they got permissions that they probably 

shouldnôt have gotten. 

 But for me, at the first part it was going to the Marguery Hotel and 

making deliveries. The other deliveries that I madeðCorbusier was 

originally only supposed to be in New York for a short time but he came 

early and did this thing with the plane and he started writing. He started 

writing a book about what the UN should be before he was even on the 

commission. I mean, he had been in New York in the thirties and he 

dreamed of doing things in the United States. He also felt, and other 

people felt, he was cheated out of the League of Nations project after 

World War I. He won the competition for the League of Nations complex 

and they took it away from him. And he fought for years about that. 

Riess: Were all of these meetings going on in English? Did he speak English?  

Bender: He spoke some English. The meetings would switch back and forth 

because most people spoke English, and the ones in New York were 

mostly in English. They had translators, because some peopleôs English 

was not as good as others. And sometimes Corbusier would talk to others 

in French, maybe because he didnôt want someoneð Harrison had been 

his friend who originally got him into it, but he wanted to make sure 

Harrison didnôt take charge. But Harrison was put in charge. 

Riess: I assume thereôs been a good book written about the whole thing. 

Bender: Well, there have been books about it, and some of it is what I have read, 

because I didnôt understand very much at the time. But the part that I did 

understand that was really special for me is I was asked twice to bring 

things down to 8
th
 Street in Greenwich Village, which was a street that at 

that point I always kept falling in love with. And thatôs where some of my 

friends and I hadðwell, some of them had an apartment and then I took a 

share in it. I was asked to deliver things to Constantino Nivolaôs 

apartment. He had a studio there where Corbusier was staying with them 

part of the time; he was using Tinoôs studio part of the time. So, I made 

several deliveries down there. I got to see Corbusier there and I got to 

meet the Nivolas who eventually played a big part in my life, our life. And 

it all made it seem more and more possible, and more and more exciting to 

have the life I was looking for. [On March 20, 2011 I donated a large oil 

painting Tino made while visiting us in the late 1970s to the Berkeley Art 

Museum. The painting hung in my office as dean from the day it was 

finished. RB] 

 But at that point, as I was also graduating from high schoolðwell, there 

was one other piece going on which at first it seemed less dramatic and 

then became more and more. Because during the Depression Harrison had 
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been more than tinkering, he got interested in the ideas of industrialization 

and housing. And he started working on how to use highway technology 

and concrete, which was then a new material, for housing and to make 

low-cost housing. And Nelson Rockefellerðthey all had offices in 

Rockefeller Center at this point, because they hadnôt rented it all so it was 

easy, and Nelson had set up IBEC [International Basic Economy 

Corporation] basically to do work in Latin America, and housing was part 

of it. And so the thing is that George Dudley, who I was delivering things 

to at the Marguery Hotel, was also in charge of the IBEC project, and my 

connection with him became really important for later on. 

[Tape 3: Side B] 

Bender: The one other thing that got me involved in high school was once I started 

coming into New York often I signed up to take a painting course at the 

Art Students League on 57
th
 Streetðit was right near the Met, right near 

Carnegie Hall, across the street from the Russian Tea Room. 

Riess: Right near the Carnegie Deli. 

Bender: Maxôs Stage Delicatessen was where we went in those days. And there 

was the big piano store on the ground floor. 

Riess: The Steinway showroom, yes. 

Bender: Again, these were marvelous places that we could go to. And the Art 

Students League wasnôt free but it wasnôt very much. The painting course 

I signed up for was with a Japanese man called Yasuo Kuniyoshi, who I 

learned more about later, but he was a Japanese, he had been in this 

country when the war came and he stayed here. Because he was on the 

East Coast, he didnôt get interned, and then he stayed on.  

Riess: And what did he teach you? 

Bender: Well, the lesson I remember most was I was in the class for a while, and it 

was getting to the end of the year and I was saying I was going to come 

back and he said, ñYou know, maybe you ought to try photography.ò 

[laughter] And I did. I understood what he was saying.  

Riess: What was he saying? 

Bender: He was saying that I wasnôt much of a painter. Part of it was he was 

painting in a very much softer way. I, coming from my view into this 

whole world, Leger was actually what I had in me. I loved the strong 

colors and forms. Harrison loved Leger, and he got Leger to do a mural 

for his house. The paintings I saw that Nivola was doing or that Corbusier 

was suggesting for his buildings were harsher-edged than Kuniyoshi. Iôll 

show you sometime. I took the photography class, and one of the first 

assignments was to take a photograph of someone you admired in doing 

what he does. I asked Kuniyoshi if I could take his picture. I met him in 
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his studio, we spoke for a while, and then he stood near an arching 

window frameðitôs the best picture I ever took! 

So I realized that the Art Students League was notðit was both too much 

and it was not working for me. I was then in engineering school at City 

College, which was not so easy for me either because it was more rational 

than I wanted to be. 

Riess: City College was free? Was that an important part of it? 

Bender: Oh, that it was free? It was important that it was free. But I think if I had 

gotten into another school my family would have paid. 

Riess: Did you apply to other schools? 

Bender: I couldnôt, and it was worse even when I went to graduate school. 

Basically, after the war schools hadðif you were from the state and a 

veteran, you had first priority. If you were from out of state and a veteran 

you got the second priority. For out-of-state things I was the lowest 

priority, and I was pretty low priority in the state. 

Riess: Thatôs interesting. 

Bender: Well, it became even more of a problem for me for graduate school when 

I wanted architecture, and it was much harder to apply. But at this point I 

had reason to want to stay in New York.  

Riess: Becauseðyou mean the job? 

Bender: The job, the art, the world I was finding. I had started working in the 

summer as a waiter to earn money, and had been again connected with 

Pete Seeger and some of the people around that world who were some of 

the same people who I was meeting at summer camp, and who went to the 

Little Red School House and the Friends School, and Ethical Culture. And 

all of this was showing me thereôs another way to do school; thereôs 

another way to look. 

 At home I was seeing images of someone who went to engineering school 

or who was going to become a doctor. Through this other world I met 

people who wanted to be a forest ranger, and who wanted to be an artist, 

not people who were interested in Harvard. So staying in New York at 

that point was interesting, and the engineering schools that I could have 

gone toðlike Rensselaer, where Sueôs brother went, was upstate New 

York with no urban community around it, and it was all engineers. 

Riess: What about Columbia? 

Bender: Well, I couldnôt even apply to Columbia at that point. Columbia was 

complicated in another area. Right about that time there was a quota on 

Jewish people, and it was somewhere between then and when I could have 

applied to Columbia for graduate school that the rules changed, and they 
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couldnôt ask for your race or religion. And then at another point they 

couldnôt ask for a picture and they couldnôt have a quota. Iôm not sure that 

the graduate schools had quotas the way the undergraduates did, but that 

was not possible. 

Riess: And NYU? 

Bender: NYU had an engineering school, at that point way up in the Bronx, which 

again was separate from the rest of NYU. What was interesting about City 

College is City College at that point hadðyou know, with my 

background, it was the radical place where left-wingers went, and it had 

that turmoil as well as the engineering. 

  So I wanted to go to an engineering school, but I assumed I wanted to go 

to an engineering school to study structures. And it turned out that 

structural engineeringðstructures was part of civil engineering, I knew 

that, two of my uncles were civil engineers. But until my first year in 

engineering school it wasnôt clear to me that civil engineering was really 

about cities. Pretty naïve I guess, not to see that ñcivilò would be about 

cities. And structures was one piece of it that I could major in. But we also 

learned about water supply and sewers: it never occurred to me to wonder 

how the water got up in these apartments, and what happened when it got 

there. We were learning about roads, and how you make curves on 

highways, and crowns, and paving materials, and concrete as a material, 

and all this. And about electricity and its distribution. It was about how 

you build citiesðstructure was just part of it. 

 I told you about my father and optical illusions. In this case I thought I 

saw ñstructuresò in structural engineering, but I found out later I was 

looking at ñcivic engineering.ò I later found there were books on civic 

design and people who looked at cites as design problems and engineering 

problems. 

Riess: You didnôt have a revelation that had to do with one of your professors, or 

a classroom experience? 

Bender: No, no. Well, in one of my structures class I had a revelation and a 

confrontation, at the same time. We had an exam in which we were 

supposed toðwe were given a situation of a river with the city on both 

sides of it, and the conditions of soil and similar data, and asked to 

propose a bridge, and whether it should be concrete or steel and what kind 

of bridge. You werenôt supposed to be making all of the details, but you 

were supposed to show you could do a kind of conceptual design. And 

when I looked at the site and the city around it seemed to me that a tunnel 

would be a better idea. So I wrote that I thought that a tunnel would be a 

better idea, sketched it and noted ways in which it would be better for 

river traffic and the neighborhoods, which didnôt get me very far with the 

teacher. He was nice enough to give me another chance, but he told me, 

ñEngineers donôt make that decision.ò [laughter] That was what I learned 

then. 
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 Later I found out that intuitively I had something that was more 

interesting. Working in Shanghai about twenty years ago, and considering 

a bridge to Pudong, we that discovered a bridge, in order to be high 

enough for the ships to go under, the ramps would have to go so far into 

the city they would disrupt traffic and destroy neighborhoods. So they 

built a tunnel under the river to Pudong before they built the bridge. Years 

later, farther from the old city enter, they built bridges. 

Riess: And it was yourð 

Bender: No, I had nothing to do with it. But T. Y. Lin, who when I was teaching 

here we used to do classes togetherðhe was teaching in Civil 

Engineering, and I used to talk to his classes and he used to talk to my 

classes, and he was always talking about bridges, and he was terrific and 

everybody loved his talking and got excited about what he was doing. 

T.Y. Lin was pushing the Shanghai bridge. I hadnôt thought about it at that 

point, but later when I was involved in the issue I realized why the 

Shanghai bridge didnôt get built till much later, and not in the place where 

he was talking about. 

 But City College was interesting for me because it was a chance to be in 

the city. I could still work part time at Harrisonôs, but I could do those 

things you canôt do anywhere but in New York, and even when youôre 

poor. I was at all the art gallery openings. I discoveredðLeo Castelli 

hadnôt quite opened his gallery yet, but Betty Parsons, ACA, the Kootz 

Gallery. 

Riess: I donôt know that name. 

Bender: Well, I donôt remember all of them, but theyðand also they were coming 

and going. Betty Parsons I remember was cutting edge. 

Riess: Did you put in four years at City College? 

Bender: No, I had to go the first year to Brooklyn College. Because again, 

everything was so crowded in those first post-war years, and I was at the 

low end of the totem pole. So I went to Brooklyn College and took the 

basic math and physics, and then I went to City College for the other. 

Riess: It surprises me that you put in four years of college, basically studying 

civil engineering. I mean you must have managed to make that work 

obviously, or distract yourself mightily for four years. 

Bender: Well, I didnôt think I did very well. As I think back, I see that I got much 

more out of my classes by my experiences on the UN construction site. I 

was surprised that in my last year I was invited to join an honorary civil 

engineering fraternity. So my grades must have been high up, but I have 

so little memory of what it was.  

Riess: It sounds like college was the background for your life then, rather than 

the foreground. 
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Bender: Well, at some point it became a thing I had to do to do the next thing. And 

at one point I found out maybe I didnôt have to because my heroesð

Corbusier, Gropius, Mies didnôt go to architecture school. Or what they 

studied was more engineering than architecture. But it was also a way to 

be there. 

Riess: You loved the city. Beyond going to the Catskills and the Adirondaks, did 

you travel? 

Bender: Not much. I went in the summers to placesðI experienced farm life when 

I was at summer camp, because we used to get lent out to the local 

farmers to help with the harvest during the war. So I knew chickens and 

cows and haying, but I donôt know that I had even been to Washington. 

Riess: It was intense, but it was very limited. 

Bender: Well, it was limited and international at the same time. I was seeing bigger 

things but I wasnôt going there. I was beginning to itch about Europe.  

Riess: Were you reading journals? Were you looking at the pictures of new 

architecture? 

Bender: Well, there wasnôt that much to see because of the Depression and the 

war. 

Riess: You mean there wasnôt that much new architecture? 

Bender: I told you that when I first got to Harvard in 1951 we had to hitchhike 

down to New Canaan, Connecticut to see modern houses. But we read 

Sartre, and the existentialists, and Kierkegaard, poetry. I discovered e.e. 

cummings and started to write cryptic poetry without capitol letters. 

Riess: You had humanities classes? 

Bender: Well, at City College I didnôt have much else but engineering, but it was 

all around. My friends were reading, my friends were doing art school or 

art. For the whole time I went to City College I was living in Manhattan, 

and Manhattan wasðwhat I learned in my earlier years and from summer 

camp and the people I met at summer camp, was that there were other 

ways to learn than the way I was learning in school. They were learning 

by doing. My Little Red Schoolhouse friends learned math and geography 

by doingðI remember one of their projects was to go to the Fulton Fish 

Market, which I had only known as this hell from stories of my 

grandfather working there. And they were supposed to figure out where 

the fish came from, and how many fish there were, and how the fish got 

delivered, and then they made big projects of paintings and photos and 

displays and then they had to learn math to do it, and they had to learn 

geography to do it. 

 And I was putting that together for myself. It was like the sandcastles in 

one way. But it was out there to be found and explored. It was fun and you 
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learned from it. I wouldnôt say I learned geography from seeing South 

Pacific, but I learned you could get into the second act because everyone 

spilled out on the street for the intermission after the first act, and when 

theyôd come in you could go in and stand in the standing room. Just the 

other night I saw a Lincoln Center production on TV, and I saw the first 

act for the first time. But Iôd seen the second act of South Pacific three 

times. I had never been to the Rainbow Room, but I had been to cocktail 

parties on the floor below the Rainbow Room where there were receptions 

that you could go to and things of that sort. And it was all learning. 

Riess: Did any of your cousins who went to warðdid anyone die? 

Bender: No. One cousin who flew as a navigator, on B-29s I guess, was wounded. 

My cousin Dan, who was an officer and a water supply engineer, got very 

sick during his three years in the South Pacific, but not wounded. 

Riess: And what was your feeling about these GIs? Were they kind of heroic? 

Bender: Oh yes. They were, the war, the war was heroic.  

Riess: Do you remember when the bomb was dropped? 

Bender: Yes, I remember we were on our way home from summer camp in ô39, 

the beginning of September, end of August, when I remember hearing 

about the Germans going into Poland. I was somewhere, probably still at 

summer camp in ô44, ô45, when the bomb was dropped in August. I 

remember Pearl Harbor; I remember it was a Sunday and I was listening, 

well, it wasnôt Sunday morning, maybe, where I was listening, but I heard 

on the radio about Pearl Harbor. On Monday at school I still have a 

picture of talking to the other kids about how we were going to ñgive it to 

those Japs.ò But what was happening though is when I was a waiter in 

those places I met people from Harvard who were working their way 

through school, and I got to know them. I said, you know I could do that. I 

had never, never thought of that before. Then my brother was accepted to 

Harvard as an undergraduate and was doing well. 

Riess: Before we end, which is going to be pretty soon, youôve noted 132
nd

 Street 

Army Hall.  

Bender: Oh yes, I tried living there for a year. City College is above Columbia at 

136
th
 Street, I think. There used to be an outdoor arena with the name of, 

not Guggenheim, something like that, but the City College buildings were 

up there. And during the war they took over a building across the street 

from City College, where soldiers who were studying in short and specific 

programs were put up, and they called it Army Hall. And it had been 

apartments that got divided up, so they were thin sheetrock walls through 

which you could hear everything. I had a roommate there for a while who 

was from upstate New York, and it must have been housing for more than 

City College because he was studying optometry at Columbia. I remember 

he used to bring home a sheepôs eye to study. But again, it was a very 
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cosmopolitan group, because people were older than I was, people on the 

GI Bill who were coming back to school. 

Riess: Had you started out commuting or had you started out college from the 

Greenwich Village apartment? 

Bender: No, when I started at Brooklyn College, I was still living at home and 

staying some days in the Greenwich Village apartment. By the end of that 

year I was living in the Greenwich Village apartment, and then I tried the 

Army Hall for a year, and it was convenient for school but not that 

interesting and so I went back to the Village. 

 But in there I had an interesting experience that shaped later life in that 

there was very little about architecture during this whole program. And at 

one point there was a lecture on architecture that was not sponsored by the 

Civil Engineering Department that I was in, but maybe by the Facilities 

Management Department. They were beginning to do new improvements, 

and they invited Esmond Shaw, who was the head of the Cooper Union 

school, to give this lecture mostly meant for the facilities staff. I went and 

I was fascinated, because although I had a picture of going into 

architecture, I didnôt know anything about architecture schools. He talked 

about architecture, and I did, for me, an unusual thing. Iôm not big at 

asking questions at lectures like that, but I sort of followed him out, and I 

walked to the subway with him. He was going back, and I got on the 

subway and we talked all the way down to Cooper Union. And that really 

got me excited about architecture school, and he said one of these things 

people say, ñWhen you are ready one day, let me know.ò And when we 

got back from Europe ten years later, and I was thinking of teaching, I 

called him and eventually I got to teach at Cooper Union from that.  

But the other pieceðI donôt how much I have said about the Pete Seeger 

connection. As I was beginning to think of graduate school I found 

working as a waiter in summer resorts was a way to make good money 

fast. I met Pete Seeger again at one of these resorts, I think the one my 

aunt ran which was called Schroon Crest up around Schroon Lake in the 

Adirondacks where he came to entertain, and where I was a waiter. We 

got to talking because the entertainers ate with the waiters, and he was not 

well known at that point. And thatôs where I had this conversation about 

how I was going to be an architect, and he had this dream of buying land 

and chopping down the trees and building a log cabin.  

We sort of made one of these improbable deals that when he got the 

money, I would design the house and he would give me banjo lessons. It 

was not long after that, ô48 maybe, they made the record ñGood Night 

Ireneò and, that was the Weavers, and on the back of it was ñTzena, 

Tzena, Tzenaò. Suddenly he had the money and he bought five acres, near 

Beacon, and he got in touch with me and I was just beginning in 

architecture. Our first project with Walter Gropius was to design a house 

for your own family in a development in Boston. It had absolutely nothing 

to do with Peteôs project, and nobody at Harvard knew about log cabins. 

So I sent away to the Department of Agriculture, and I still have the little 



62 

book called Log Cabin Construction, and it told how the pioneers built log 

cabins, and we used that as a guide. 

Riess: So you actually did this for Pete Seeger? 

Bender: Well, I made the first sketches, showed him how they made a half-

basement and a raised sleeping space, and I got him the book and then 

more and more people got involved. But the more and more people is 

what made it interesting, because it was like a second summer camp. 

Many of my friends used to go up to Beacon on the weekends, and I 

joined when I could, and everybody worked. They worked more after he 

broke his legðPete broke his leg once when the tree, I think when he was 

chopping it, fell on him. And when he couldnôt work, then he could 

supervise, and then we all worked. [laughter] It got done a lot faster after 

he broke his leg, but Toshi [Aline Ota] his wife used to make dinners, and 

we would eat and sing and camp out. It was sandcastles all over again, but 

it was sandcastles again with talking about politics and talking about 

futures and possibilities. It was the time of Henry Wallace, it was the time 

ofðit was another expanded time, everything seemed possible. The idea 

that I could manage HarvardðI didnôt get into Harvard at that point, but I 

got to Harvard later. 

Riess: Itôs interesting that you had said to Pete Seeger that you were going to be 

an architect; you didnôt say that you were going to be an engineer? 

Bender: Oh no, at that point, no, it was clear I was going to be an architect. But I 

didnôt know how I was going to be an architect. 

Riess: Did it make a difference to have had that conversation with Esmond 

Shaw? 

Bender: Yes. Because it was one more path that I saw. At that point, I knew about 

Harvard. I had friends who wanted to go to Black Mountain, and one of 

them almost got there. I wanted to go to Black Mountainð that would 

have beenðbut I think by the time that I could have gone to Black 

Mountain it closed down. Later, I found my friend Ken Snelson had been 

to Black Mountain. 

Riess: Ken who? 

Bender: Ken Snelson. Iôll talk about him later. Heôs a sculptor. But a lot of my 

young friends wanted to go to Black Mountain; it was the Bauhaus in 

North Carolina. And what it meant, going to Harvard to do what Black 

Mountain seemed to offer, it was seeming less and less possible. And my 

first pass it wasnôt impossible but it turned out that because of IBEC I 

could go to MIT and do that. 

Riess: Cooper Union was an architecture school, wasnôt it? 

Bender: It was an architecture school, but it was an undergraduate school. So I 

never took the test for Cooper Union, I might have gotten into the 
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architecture program, and they had an engineering school there but they 

were completely separate. But the City College Engineering School was 

supposed to be very good. And they were doing the kinds of things thatðI 

wanted to do housing, and at that point it was apartment houses. That was 

part of the learning curve, which again I only saw at the end. And as 

Sigfried Giedion said, ñArchitecture begins in construction and ends in 

city planning.ò And it was the path I was on before I knew I was on it, and 

weôll talk more about that. 
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Interview 3: August 31, 2010 

 

[Tape 4: Side A] 

 

 

Riess: Maybe here you can tell me some more about your brother Paul. 

Bender: Paul, well, heôs my younger brother. Three and a half years younger. I was 

telling Sue the funny story last night of whenðI was three and a half 

when he was born and I was prepared that my brother was coming. I had 

no idea really what they were talking about, but I remember coming out of 

the house to meet the car where my mother was arriving with my baby 

brother. We lived in an apartment house, and she got out and there she 

was holding Paul, and I was so excited. We got in the elevator to go up 

toðwe lived on the fifth floor, and he moved, and I screamed, ñItôs 

alive!ò [laughter] And maybe that was the beginning but, he was just 

enough younger so he felt out of some of the things that I was doing with 

my older cousins. Because my mother was younger than her brothers and 

sisters, except for one who was much younger, most of the cousins were 

my age or much older than Paul was.  

Paul was, from the beginning, good at things and energetic and smart, and 

just about everything I did he did better. I was the valedictorian in 

elementary school, but he skipped the last two years of elementary school 

and went on to a junior high, came out, must have been near the top of his 

class in high school. I think he probably spent one year as a waiter in the 

same kind of resorts where I worked, but that was not for Paul. He went to 

Harvard, then to the Harvard Law School where he was second in his 

class. I told the story of my mother, when he told her, saying, ñWho was 

first?ò He was partly driven by that, I think, and certainly by wanting to 

do everything well. Paul married Margaret (Thomas) while in law 

schoolðI was in the army thenðand they were living there when I came 

back to Harvard in 1956. He was on the Law Review at Harvard. He then 

clerked for Judge Learned Hand and they were living in Brooklyn 

Heights, and then for Judge Frankfurter in the Supreme Court. He hadnôt 

gone that far when I met Sue. She had just graduated, she was at Harvard 

in the School of Education when it was still changing from Radcliffe to 

Harvard, and she knew and went out with all these lawyers. I was known 

as Paul Benderôs brother, and her esteem went up because she was going 

out with Paul Benderôs brother.  

Paul decided not to go into law firms the way most did, he first became a 

professor at University of Pennsylvania. He has had several stints in 

Washington. He was in the Solicitor Generalôs Office on several different 

levels. In the Clinton administration he was the acting solicitor general at 

one point when he was deputy and at one point was acting. Thatôs the 

group that brings the cases to the Supreme Court for the government. 

What I thought was the most unusual thing he did along the wayðhe was 

the legal advisor to the National Commission on Obscenity and 

Pornography, I think it was during Lyndon Johnsonôs period. And as I 

recall, he would be debating or contesting Charlton Heston who was a 
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spokesman for groups that wanted strong anti-pornography laws.  Paulôs 

career has been about civil rights.  Paul once described, unlike most of us, 

going to these conferences where they watched pornography all day and at 

night they sat on the porch and drank coffee and tea.  

Riess: Did he march to a very different drummer, do you think?  

Bender: No, no. I think he was more focused. For instance, I got involved with the 

banjo with Pete Seeger, and within a month or two I reached the plateau 

which Iôm at or down from today. He took up the banjo and plays it really 

well. I took piano lessons for a while and then I stopped; he learned the 

piano and he plays it very well. Sue and I are interested in art and we find 

things here and there. He and Margaret focused: early they got interested 

in Indian crafts, and they are collectors.  Eventually he moved from 

Philadelphia to become the dean of the law school at Arizona State in 

Tempe. He went there because of his interest in Indians and civil rights. 

At one point he was, I think, advisor to the Navajo Supreme Court and 

still works with the tribe. And they have continued collecting Indian art 

and artifacts. They now live in Phoenix in a house that backs on the Heard 

Museum, and he was on the board of that for a while.  

Heôs partly retired but still active. Right now heôs pursuing four cases in 

the Supreme Court. One of them is the one thatôs in the news a lot is about 

immigration. Itôs always civil rights. In one sense weôre very different, but 

in the sense of issues about civil rights, civic values, where the world 

ought to be going, health accessibility, poor people, we just took different 

forms and we operate in quite different ways. You see my world has been 

much more scattered and intuitive. And Paul, I think he knew he wanted 

to be a lawyer from the beginning, but he majored in physics at Harvard 

with the advice that physics was good for thinking.  

The story that may sum our family up in a wayðI told you earlier about 

the day Paul was presenting one of the governmentôs cases on the first day 

that Ruth Bader Ginsburg was on the Court. 

Riess: Oh, yes, a lovely story.  

Bender: Itôs one of my favorites. And itôs a picture of our family in a way. 

Riess: Yes. When you are together with him do you like to reminisce? Is family 

of great interest?  

Bender: Iôm not sure I want to get into what our relationship has been over the 

years. A little story will tell it better. John Krikenôs wife Katherineôs 

father was a ninth circuit court judge, and the ninth circuit covers all the 

west. For some reason we were in Phoenix visiting my brother, and the 

Krikens were in Phoenix visiting a judge they knew, and it turned out that 

everybody knew each other, and we spent an evening together. Paul and I 

got into what has been our way of talking for years. It seems to me, if one 

of us takes a position, the other then takes the opposite, a hundred and 

eighty degrees. I think this is part of the way you teach law. And we start 
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to argue, and after a while the argument shifts and suddenly I realize Iôm a 

hundred eighty degrees on the opposite side, as weôve gone around. And 

John Kriken said to me, ñIôve never seen anything quite like that.ò We 

argue and we get upset. Mostly we have not had much contact recently. It 

was really very nice just less than a month ago. They were driving back 

and forth to Ashland, to the Shakespeare Festival, and they stopped and 

we had a really, really nice time together.  

Later on Iôll talk about when we built our house on Long Island and we 

actually bought a larger piece of land and brought friends into it. And after 

it was built, Paul and Margaret and their sons John and Matthew would 

come and visit us, and they were interested in doing something like that. 

We ended up buying another twenty acres of woodland across the road 

and setting up another community and eventually three friends built. Paul 

and Margaret bought one of the lots, and they were going to build a house 

on it, but by then they had settled in Philadelphia and they decided they 

were going to go to the Poconos instead. But for those years his sons and 

our sons often visitedðthere were six kids who were all the same age in 

the community. 

One thing that I wanted to talk a little more about isðI added some notes 

because I was thinking about what special times they were. 

Riess: You think about it as special or lucky in some way. 

Bender: Well, when I think back I realize that what I just took as normal ordinary 

growing up, it was taking place at a very unusual time. The years of my 

growing up was the country, or the worldôs, growing up in some ways. 

We all learned to live in a changing world. We not only were coming out 

of this Depression and then the war, but thereôd been fifteen years of 

European influence, incoming refugees who would influence just about 

everything in art, in music, in culture, in the way you lived life in so many 

ways.  

In many of the fields that Iôm involved in, as the Europeans came there 

was also a pushing back, and suddenly European art came to the United 

States and you would go to MoMA and see it. And then the ñNew York 

Schoolò started to push back, some of them were Europeans like de 

Kooning and people who came from Europe but there was Jackson 

Pollock who came from Wyoming. And for the first time, there was this 

kind of clashing between two different kinds of modern art. When I look 

back now I understand. I was beginning to understand that then. It was 

more than art, because art is really a reflection of how people see the 

world and whatôs going on. The New York School and de Koonings and 

Franz Klines and Pollock and those things were pushing against the 

Surrealists and the Dadaists that came out of the terrible years between the 

wars, and that was going on in everything. That was going on in music, it 

was going on inð The schools were changing in New York. When I 

taught a little while at Columbia in the night school, it was the Beaux 

Artsðthe last of the Beaux Arts schools was being pushed aside. 
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 When I arrived at Harvard, Gropius had come to take over. It was about 

ten years before I arrived, but the Bauhaus had pushed aside the Beaux 

Arts. Everything was changing. Between when I first talked to my family 

about maybe Iôd like to be an architect, and they said you canôt be an 

architect if you donôt have the kind of social connectionsðthe 

meritocracy changed all that. When I was first thinking of applying to 

schools, Columbia University had a quota system. But if I had applied to 

graduate school there it was gone by then, at that point. 

Riess: Was this the moment when you realized, ñI can do that?ò  

Bender: When I was in engineering school, and I was thinking about graduate 

schools, I was being told that I probably wouldnôt even be able to apply to 

some because I wasnôt a veteran and I was from out of state. But then I 

met these guys, who had beenðEric Solomon had gone to Roxbury Latin 

School and eventually became one of my roommates. Herschel 

Langenthal came out of Boston Latin School. They were undergraduates 

at Harvard, and we were all waiters together, and I realized, I can do that, 

yes. My family had said I could have aspired to City College or maybe 

Cooper Union. Columbia was really a long way off. But I saw people who 

were like me. 

 You know, by the time Paul applied it just seemed natural. But for us itð

it  didnôt seem like a goal until I saw that. But it was part of a bigger thing 

that wasðthe country was coming out of this long period, and so many 

people looked at it as a bad time because they remembered better times. 

But we grew up in that time, and it was our time. Then when I could take 

a summer job and earn enough as a busboy and a waiter to pay a yearôs 

tuition, and I could start to think about applying to schools that I could 

never think about applying to before, you realized that there was a 

meritocracy taking over from an old established way. And those of us who 

were living that part of it werenôt feeling that the Depression was a terrible 

time. It was life. At the end of the war everything was opening up. You 

suddenly saw so much opportunity. Things were opening, things were 

building. 

Riess: And this is a very positive view of America. Did you feel good about 

being an American? 

Bender: Yes, you know, we won the war, the UN came to New York. The country 

was being rebuilt, there were people coming back. Well, it was both sides 

for meðthere were people coming to school who never would have gone 

to school before, so that when I got to Harvard, I was the youngest one in 

the class. There was one other, Donald Frothingham was my age, who had 

gone to Harvard as an undergraduate and came from New Canaan. But we 

had Gridley Barrows and Bayard Underwood. Gridley Barrows had 

graduated from Princeton the year I went to kindergarten. He had been in 

the navy. We hadðArt Sweetzer had flown Lockheed P-38 Lightning 

fighter planes during the war.  
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Riess: In the spirit of chronology, weôre at Harvard a little too early arenôt we? 

You think of this period as ñUniversity Admissions and the Postwar 

Yearsò [referring to Benderôs notes for Riess]. You mentioned support 

from the Bemis Foundation. 

Bender: That was another piece that I understood when I looked back at it. 

Because of the work that I had done with IBEC, in the beginning, to think 

about industrializationðand again that fit the time. The emerging 

technology was going to be the answer. I mean when the war began in 

1939 we were still at the end of horse and buggy era. If you look at how 

construction changed just from 1939ðyou know, we still had a cavalry at 

the beginning of the war. The old newsreels of the Polish and Russian and 

French first resistance to Hitler show armies and refugees on muddy, 

unpaved roads, with horses and old cars.  We were still in the time of the 

Okies fleeing the Dust Bowl and farms that were plowed by men behind 

mules. The war years were a revolution in technology skills and 

ambitions. 

 When my friends at IBEC heard that I was trying to find a place where I 

could go to graduate school, and I was talking about MIT, where they had 

been sponsoring this program called Building Construction Engineering, 

they said, ñWell, weôve been in touch with them because theyôre 

interested in the IBEC project.ò Building construction was a major subject 

at MIT earlier in the century. It was fading out in its old form as the more 

interesting challenges were in airplanes, rockets, new technologies. 

(Building Construction Engineering, Course XVII,  disappeared not long 

after I was thereðProfessors Walter Voss and Robert Dietz were the end 

of an era.) At MIT the one who was most interested in it was a man named 

Burnham Kelly. Burnham Kelly eventually became dean at Cornell. I 

think he was trained as a lawyer but he was interested both in planning 

and in housing. He had been named head of the Albert Farwell Bemis 

Foundation. Albert Farwell Bemis was someone who, in the twenties or 

thirties, got interested in industrialized building. Eventually he wrote a 

series of books about it and funded the foundation at MIT to study it. 

 In the meantime, in my application process I had discovered there were 

two interesting professors in that department. One was Walter [C.] Voss 

who was the seniorðan older person. Turned out he had been, I think, the 

construction manager for Frank Lloyd Wrightôs Midway Gardens project 

in Chicago many, many years before. The other was Robert [H.] Dietz, 

who was widely respected as someone who knew construction and was 

becoming interested in construction in developing countries. And Dietz 

was involved with something called CINVAð 

Riess: CINð 

Bender: Yes. I looked it up, it was Centro Internacional Vivienda Americana 

[Centro Interamericano de Vivienda y Planeamiento], a Central American 

housing association. If you look in Google youôll find the CINVA-ram. 

CINVA-ram was a little device with which people could make their own 

concrete blocks right at the site and out of local materials. Dietz was 
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interested in tools, and CINVA, which in my looking just now I couldnôt 

find it, but somewhere I have books and some reports from them. They 

put out all kinds of reports about ideas and things that could be used to 

help people build their own houses in developed countries. 

Riess: This is a wheel that keeps being reinvented. 

Bender: Yes. It keeps being reinvented in different ways. For me, one of the 

problems is it gets reinvented without learning very much. The big thing 

that was happening, that we began to see in that period, was itôs not about 

the house. Itôs about how a community gets built. And, this is probably 

getting ahead again, but itôs the theme that comes through it. When you 

think of it, when you read about all of these new prefabrication systems 

and theyôre going to make houses and factories, or they were doing this, or 

the IBEC thing was making a house the way children make molds of sand 

on the beach, but the house turns out not to be the key to the problem. So 

we started to switch from what we know how to do, make a house, to what 

we could do to make everybody be able to build a house. We found we 

went in with all our technology to make a house like our houses, and then 

we gave it to people, but meanwhile those people didnôt have jobs. At the 

end they lived in a house, but they didnôt know any more than they did 

before. 

 But if you went in a different way, and if you could make the land 

available, and if you could set it up so it had what came to be called ñsites 

and servicesòðñinfrastructureò was not in use much in those days, but 

sites and services were the infrastructure for community participation. So 

there was healthy water there or a way to get it, if there was sanitation 

there and a way to get it, and electricity, and access for an ambulance or a 

fire engine. And if you could give people some sense of tenure, that the 

land could be theirs if they built something. And then if you could help 

them with the tools to build, you were building a building industry that not 

only made the houses, and it made them incrementally over time, you 

could add to them, develop them, whole families could come together. 

You were building a building industry, because you ended up with people 

who could make houses. In a way Iôm getting ahead of my story, but this 

is my story. [laughter] 

 Some of the things like the issue of tenure turn out to be really important, 

if you tell people that if you put a house on this land you own it. Up until 

then, squatters would come and they built these shacks, and as soon as 

somebody wanted the land for something else, or they were getting in the 

way of the road to the airport or something, they would get pushed aside. 

But if this could be set up so that families could own it, which meant not 

only that you had a title, but also it was laid out so eventually thereôd be 

streets so youôd have access and the infrastructure to become part of the 

city. You wouldnôt have to have water supply in pipes put in originally. In 

some cases we would put fifty-five gallon drums scattered around, and a 

truck would come everyday and would put water in, and the same thing 

with sewage. People would bring the waste and a truck would pump it out 

of a septic tank. Itôs the reverse of what we do in most development; 
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before the first house is built, you must invest in all the sewers and water 

and roads. The house starts off burdened with debt. And so the house is 

already expensive before its construction begins. You can not have a 

house until you can afford the finished house. And the house is not built to 

invite you to add a room for your cousin when he comes in from the 

country, or as your family gets bigger. The construction method we were 

looking for was how to let people do that. It gives families a chance to 

begin at a minimum level and invest themselves in their lives. 

Riess: Is this true across all cultures do you think? Youôve worked across so 

many culturesðand maybe this is too far ahead of us. 

Bender: Yes. Well, maybe itôs good to start it out and come back to it in different 

ways, I donôt know, because itôs true in different ways in all cultures. I 

remember at one point when we started doing thisðI started to get 

involved in this originally more through Dietz and those technologies. By 

the time I was at Harvard, and then later at Cooper Union teaching 

structures, it moved through how to refine some of these systems through 

different kinds of structure or different kinds of materials. 

Riess: Are you saying refine the technology?  

Bender: To redefine what the technology was. When I worked on my thesis at 

Harvard, it was trying to use an aerospace technology to make houses, 

prefabricated pieces that would be suspended from the top by wires. 

Riess: This was a going idea? 

Bender: Well, the two approaches were going on at the same time, and they 

werenôt talking to each other. I came to MIT through the IBEC connection 

and I left with the beginning of a new, less linear, more cloud-like 

direction. 

[Tape 4: Side B] 

Riess: Iôm wondering how beholden you really felt to IBEC about all of this? 

Bender: Well, you know to this day I look at the IBEC, at the drawings I did at 

MIT and some of the sketches I made for what they could be like, and I 

look at what was actually built in those days, and then later when I worked 

with Paul Wiener and Sert on Latin American projects, how we took it 

one step further. And I realized that it was a path, the idea that there were 

good things to be done by helping people in developing countries. 

And it comes back to what Iôve said over and over again, that you find out 

itôs easier to take a step in the right direction than to know where youôre 

going. And thatôs true of all these prefabrication things: they see a house, 

and what we were finding here was, if you took the money that you could 

make a hundred finished houses with, you could put a thousand families 

on the way to homes and communities. 
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Riess: That was the way you were looking at it by the time you got to Harvard? 

Or at MIT also? 

Bender: Well, the two things were happening at the same time. Just to take 

together theðwhat Dietz was working on and the CINVA people, when I 

got to Harvard, one of the professors in the first year I was there was 

Leonard Curie who had come back from a year of working with the 

CINVA group. And so while our first project at Harvard under Gropius 

was to design a house for your own family on a lot in LexingtonðI think 

it was Lexington or Concordðwhich was an interesting project in one 

way, we were also, the other part of me was looking at how can you make 

a roof in a place like parts of South America or in North Africa, where 

thereôs no wood to span a roof? And so we began to look at how you 

could make a concrete beam that somebody could make themselves, or a 

group of people could, that was light enough so two or three people could 

lift it up in place because thereôs no crane and no material. And how do 

you make concrete blocks where there are not stones? And how do you 

reinforce concrete if thereôs no steel? Can you use vines, can you use 

bamboo? And so one part of me was working on these things while the 

other was going on.  

Riess: While the other was designing a house in the suburbs?  

Bender: Yes, and they were both real in a way. When I started to look around at 

MITðI arrived there and I was focused on this Builiding Construction 

Engineering, Course XVII (Roman numerals is how MIT always wrote it), 

and I didnôt see how there was any way I was ever going to get to Harvard 

to study. But I metðof all people, Vernon DeMars who was there, I donôt 

know for how long, but he was teaching a studio in the architecture 

department. He was part of a small group that had designed an apartment 

building called 100 Memorial Drive. This was one of the first modern 

apartment buildings in the Boston area. It had an outside corridor, and it 

had some skip-stop floors. I went up to talkðI remember I met him in the 

drafting room at MIT where his studio was, and I started to say, ñIôm at 

MIT and I want to go into architecture.ò And we talked awhile and he 

asked what I was doing, and I showed him some of the IBEC things and 

he said, ñYou know, you really ought to talk to Gropius.ò  

 Gropius and Konrad Wachsmann were really trying to get people at 

Harvard to be interested in new technology. Harvard still was much more, 

not traditional design, but traditional modern design; they were not so 

interested in prefabrication or different construction methods. Whereas 

Gropius had devoted a lot of time, beginning before he came to the US, 

and then in the US, and then with Konrad Wachsmann, in something 

called the General Panel [Corporation] house, which was a way to 

prefabricate houses. But I think what clicked for me was the beginning of 

seeing thereôs a difference between using industry to make a house or 

using industry to make pieces of a house. And it was the beginning of a 

long track. Weôll talk about when I got involved with the National 

Commission on Urban Problems later, and my book, A Crack in the 

Rearview Mirror, starts to take this idea that manufacturing is not 
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manufacturing a house, but how you can put together a system that uses 

industry in a richer way. 

Riess: MIT strikes me as a place to grapple with questions like that. Talk a little 

bit about MIT for you and living in the Aalto dorm [Baker House]. Was it 

largely a conduit to Harvard?  

Bender: Well, for me it was the first opening.  

Riess: Had you chosen to be in the Aalto dorm?  

Bender: I knew it was just finished, actually not quite finished and they hadnôt 

rented all the rooms in advance. I came in the middle of the year; I 

graduated from City College in December or January, and I went from 

there. Iôm not sure whether that had to do with the Korean war at that 

point, that you couldnôt be out of school for any length of time. 

Riess: And you came with a very generous scholarship, so that you could do 

what you wanted; you didnôt have to be a busboy anymore. 

Bender: I didnôt realize how generous it was at first, because the IBEC people 

were going to pay tuition, but then after I got there the Bemis Foundation, 

it turned out, was looking at the same things, so I was quite comfortable, 

yes.  

Riess: This was the first time away from home in a big way? 

Bender: Well you know, I had worked in the summers. Yes, I was just thinking 

this last week when there were so many articles about parents dropping 

their kids off at school. I took the train! [laughter]  

Aalto was a name that I knew, and this building was very unusual and 

very beautiful. Again, a modern building that was not International Style. 

I donôt know if you know the building. Itôs a curving brick building, and 

right next to it, which became another kind of landmark, Eero Saarinen 

had done this little chapel, where all the architects wanted to get married. 

These were really special little buildings. And it was a quite different life 

than I had, the combination of Vernonôs introducing me to Gropius, and 

Gropius arranging that I could join the class at Harvard because he wanted 

somebody in there who was really anxious to do prefabrication. 

Riess: You were still enrolled at MIT, but you were involved with his class, or 

did you just move right over to Harvard? 

Bender: No, I was at MIT from January through the summer. And then I began in 

the second year of the Graduate School of Design. And, well, thereôs 

something looking back I really regret, that because of my experience in 

engineering and the prefabrication things, they gave me credit for the first 

year and let me start in the second year, and I saved a year. All through 

school there were things about saving a year. I rememberðthis idea of 

saving is always interesting. Saving a year, saving time, how do you save 
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time? What do you do with it? What do you miss? Later I realized it was a 

big mistake for me, because while I knew the technical thingsðI came 

from strength in the technical thingsðI hadnôt really had basic design. I 

hadnôt been asked to design things for designôs sake. And I really missed 

something in my life thatðIôve tried to make up for it in different ways.  

 But Gropius was anxious to get me into the second year class because he 

saw it as a way to add a resource, of someone who could bring this kind of 

experience in something he was particularly interested in. Iôve since 

readðmy friend Fumihiko MakiðMaki recently interviewed I.M. Pei and 

wrote a little booklet about I.M. Peiôs experience when he came to 

Harvard when Gropius was just starting. And the first project required you 

to do an industrialized project of some sort and Pei fought it like mad, he 

wasnôt interested in it. Finally he did a prefabricated, a traveling 

exhibition, to bringðthis was still under Chiang Kai-shek, before the 

warða propaganda exhibit that they could carry around to different cities 

in China. He got away from that as quickly as possible. He came back to it 

later. 

 But at that point, to have someone who had some experience in itð

Harvard and MIT made some kind of a deal where you could take, and I 

think it still exists, you could take classes in both places. And for me it 

was like magic. I could use both the skills and strengths I had, and with 

the Bemis financial support be working on both things at the same time. 

And I was findingðyou asked about the Aalto dorm. When I got to the 

Aalto dorm, I was more of a hermit. A lot of it was through the summer 

and spring, and I didnôt know people and I was nervous. 

Riess: You were nervous? 

Bender: This was a strange world for me. I felt that I was over my head in so many 

ways. On one hand, dealing with people who were so experienced and I 

felt so raw, and then so many of the students were so much older than I 

am. Talk about being away from home! I had classmates who had been 

fighter pilots and they drank like mad, and most of the people were 

married as well as war veterans. At MIT I had not really begun to meet 

that many of the people. 

Riess: You seem, because of your wealth of New York City experience, to be a 

sophisticate. 

Bender: Well, even then you knowðthat fall when I moved into Harvard, I didnôt 

actually live in the Gropius dorm.  

Riess: The Gropius dorm? 

Bender: The Architects Collaborative, the office he formed, had designedðit was 

called the Graduate Center. It was a group of very International Style 

dormitories built around a courtyard and then a commons building where 

there were dining facilities and things of that sort. The buildings and their 

sitingðit was the Bauhaus come to Harvard. This brand new complex 
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was set between the ponderous classical law school, a simple residential 

neighborhood, the Divinity School, and a small, boxy building that housed 

one of the first computers. Along Oxford Street were some older buildings 

that were still being used as housing, as well as the Peabody Museum and 

a scattering of science buildings. I had a room in Oxford Hall as it was 

called, and it looked out at the Gropius buildings. And in the Commons 

Building where the dining room was, again it was like a dream. The eating 

was on the second floor, and there was a beautiful curving ramp that went 

up, the sort of thing I had seen in pictures. 

Riess: Like the Bauhaus staircase? 

Bender: Well, itôs not the staircase in the Museum of Modern Art. This was a real 

ramp, it sloped up and scissored back for about fifty feel, and on the wall 

behind it was a mural by Miró. And I mean nothing like this had been 

built in the United States, through the Depression and the war and all of 

that. And you would wait on line on the ramp, along the Miró mural, and 

then go into this modern building with big glass walls, and there were a 

couple ofðthere was another Miró mural on a wall up there. And on the 

ground floor was a lounge where Anni Albers had done the fabrics and the 

rugs and Albers had done a fireplace, a white brick fireplace, a sculpture 

really, with bricks left out and put in. It was like living in the Museum of 

Modern Art. 

 And on top of that you had the experience, the first day of school, all these 

people coming to Harvard, and I never saw so many gray flannel suits, 

everybody brought a gray suit and everyone had a tie. In those days a lot 

of theðI think the Graduate Center was a little more lenient, but 

undergraduates had to have a jacket and tie to eat. You could wear shorts 

sometimes, but you had to have a jacket and a tie. And then suddenly 

everyone had a gray flannel suit, and everyone had a Phi Beta Kappa key. 

It was culture shock for people who come from places where they were 

the Phi Beta Kappa, and suddenly there was a room full of people with Phi 

Beta Kappa keys, and everyone thinking howôs this going to work?  

 For me, one of the big changes was the nature of architectural schools, 

that it was community from the beginning, because everyone worked in a 

big drafting room and you were there all day and all night. The way it was 

set up at Harvard, both the second and third year were in one big room. So 

you saw people of all levels, and not only were you encouraged to walk 

back and forth, but whenever something was due everyone would pitch in, 

so the younger people would help the older people and vice versa. 

 I remember there were, periodically, these weekend competitions, and I 

wasnôt doing well at all in them. In one I had a good idea, and Iôm 

working on it and Arthur Sweetzer, who was probably the best designer in 

our class, he looked over my shoulder and he said, ñYou know, if I were 

you Iôd move this around.ò And I did. On Monday morning youôd come in 

and youôd see whoðthey had a jury Sunday night and they would have 

the resultsðand I realized I won the prize. And I said ñArthur, I, you, we 

won the prize!ò Arthur was one of the most talented in the class. He had 
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worked in architecture in California and flew P-38 fighter planes in the 

war. Later he came back to the Bay Area and worked with Ernest Kump 

and Iôm sure he had a big influenceðI can feel his handðin Foothill 

College. 

So I began to get it a little, understand not only that you solve the 

problem, but also you have to solve the problem and do more than that. 

Later when I was teaching engineeringðin engineering, again, from 

Mario Salvadori, an engineer who taught at Columbia, he used to say, 

ñStructure is essential and otherwise unimportant.ò [ñStrength is essential, 

but otherwise unimportant.ò Attributed to Hardy Cross with a few 

different variationsðbut always about strength.] Back to Vitruviusôs 

ñFirmness, commodity and delight.ò There are things you have to have. 

The bathroom and the kitchen have to work, but thatôs not what itôs about. 

How do you put that together in a way that makes it more than that?  

 Over the last weekend there was something in the newspaper about theð

someone wrote a book about the building of the Golden Gate Bridge. And 

he used the expression that itôs the greatest example of structure in the 

landscape since the Parthenon. But if you look at the Golden Gate 

Bridgeðthere are loads of bridges, so why is that one so exciting? Itôs not 

just that it sits at that place, but how it sits in the land, how itôs conceived 

in that place. When I first got interested in architecture I would draw floor 

plans for apartments and housesðI still see floor plans published in ads 

and articles in the New York Times Magazine every week for expensive 

apartments, showing the layout of bedrooms and things, but itôs not about 

architecture. You know, itôs a kind of room planning. Itôs different, it 

doesnôt tell you what the spaces are like, and it doesnôt tell you what it 

feels like.  

Riess: Well, plans never would, would they? 

Bender: Well, they begin to when you canðitôs a little bit like reading music in 

some ways: I canôt look at notes and hear the music, but expressively 

drawn plans, after a while you can tell much more than the size and shape 

of buildings. It is true not only of rooms and building, but streets and 

towns. In magazines it is often a picture of the building, but rarely do you 

see a building in a magazine in the context of the buildings around it. And 

part of what was coming out for me in all of this is youôre never just 

building a building, but youôre building a community. And if all you do is 

bring workmen in to build a house for poor people and they go away, 

youôve got the house but you donôt have very much else. But if youôve 

organized that community so the people in the community learn to build, 

so they learn to know each other and work together, thereôs a next higher 

level. 

Riess: When you thought about community were you thinking about poor 

communities in other countries or could you see these as solutions in 

America, where individuality is so prized. 
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Bender: Well, it was easier to see it if you looked at developing countries. It took a 

long time for me to be able to look at parts of the United States as a 

developing country. I meanðwe were looking at Latin America, we were 

looking at North Africa, later at Vietnam, and we saw it there but we 

didnôt see it Oakland. And we didnôt see it in Harlem. 

Riess: When you were studying the problem, you were studying it as if it were 

forð 

Bender: The laboratory that we used, our laboratoryðwe were working in a kind 

of distant laboratory, not engaging people or places. Only when you 

started to understand it could you begin to think, ñWe can do that here.ò 

And then it turns out that again, at each step itôs about more than what you 

thought it was going to be. One of the things I mentioned earlier was a 

quote that I heard, and I heard it again at Harvard from Sigfried Giedion, 

ñArchitecture begins in construction and ends in city planning.ò 

Riess: And what are the way stations, then, between construction and city 

planning? 

Bender: Well, for me the simplest thing was as a boy I wanted to be an architect 

because I wanted to build houses. Thatôs what I saw myself doing. By the 

time I got to the point of studying it, I realized that one of the interesting 

things going on around me was post-war apartment house construction. 

And, in fact, when you looked at it more, one of the issues was how to go 

from traditional five-story brick buildings to taller buildings? And people 

started using a concrete frame. So in engineering school I thought thatôs 

an engineering thing that I can focus in on. Well, it turned out that the way 

they were being built in New York was with a concrete slab supported by 

concrete beams. The thickness of the beam was about fourteen inches. At 

that point, the newest technology was to do a flat slab, a six-inch slab 

instead of the four-inch slab on top of the eight- or ten-inch beam. And the 

building, you see, got more apartments in the zoning envelope. In the 

twenty-story buildings that were emerging, at six inches a floor you could 

add two floors. In engineering class two floors meant 20 percent.  

It doesnôt sound very ñsoulfulò as I tell it, and somewhere along there I 

realized that the interesting work was not in being told, ñI want so many 

floors of this,ò but how you give a life and spirit to the building. And 

particularly if youôre interested in building for poor people at low cost. 

And if youôre interested in how to use industry to produce a lot of them, 

youôre talking about a lot of homes being built for a lot of poor people, 

and then you realize you have a planning problem, because everyone says. 

ñOh, itôs a terrific idea to build these homes, but donôt do it near me, do it 

over there.ò In a sense thatôs the pathðthat was my path from 

construction to town planning. Itôs a path I can describe more easily now 

that I have passed through it. 

Riess: And the College of Environmental Design here tries to embody that path, 

but it doesnôt quite work, does it? 
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Bender: No, it keeps getting pulled apart. The idea has always been to put them all 

together, that a college could do that. The Graduate School of Design at 

Harvard was the first attempt to put the architects, planners and landscape 

architects together, to have them study and work together. At Harvard the 

idea was to continue the Bauhaus idea, which was to bring in artists as 

well. The basic year had people who were sculptors and different 

materials.  

Part of what I was going to sayðagain, an accident. Aalto built the dorm 

because of Wurster. Wurster went east during the war because there was 

no work here, I guess, and eventually became the dean at MIT. He met 

Catherine when he was in the East, Catherine Bauer. She was then one of 

the key figures in the Roosevelt administration in housing. And when I 

was at MIT it was just after Wursterôs time there. Wurster had just left, 

but he came back for the opening of the Aalto dorm, and Catherine 

continued her ties at Harvard for a while, so I would meet her, Iôd take 

seminars. 

 Also at Harvard at that time, and he wrote a book with Catherine, was 

Martin Meyerson. Martin Meyerson was a housing expert who then went 

to Berkeley. He was dean of the college after Wurster, and then during the 

Free Speech movement, he became the chancellor at Berkeley. After that 

there was so much bad feeling around being an administrator during the 

FSM that he left Berkeley and he went to SUNY in Buffalo, where they 

were in the process of building a new campus. He was there for three 

years before the first students arrived, and then he left to be president at 

Penn. But again, it was interesting, when he was at SUNY Buffalo, it was 

during the time that I was at Cooper Union. My friends and colleagues 

Lew DavisðDavis, [Sam] Brodyðthey got the job to do the first student 

housing, and I was peripherally involved, one of my first consultancies, in 

the project as we all worked with each other at Cooper Union. Davis, 

Brody, their first focus was houses, then housing, where they did some of 

the best work in New York, much of it with Richard Ravitch of HRH 

Developers. The firm continues with new generations of partners. Dick 

Ravitch went into government and recently served as vice-governor of 

New York.  

So I had some contact with Meyerson at that point. I had had contact with 

Wurster; Catherine was one of my heroes; William Wheaton, my 

predecessor as dean, was at Harvard, in the planning department, and he 

taught the housing class. And again, when I came here I didnôt know he 

was here. He had gone from Harvard to Penn and then came here, so I had 

begun to find this group in a way before I knew them as a group. There 

was no road map. 

Riess: Yes, it was that small world. 

Bender: There were a couple of other things that were mind-bending in that period. 

One of the courses I took was with Joseph Hudnut, the dean at Harvard 

when I began. Joseph Hudnut had been at the University of Virginia, and 

then he was appointed dean at Columbia. He was more or lessðhe once 
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said his favorite architecture was Georgian architecture, and he became 

dean at Columbia around 1939, I guess it was. And most people donôt 

know, but at Columbia he looked around and he said, ñItôs time to make 

the change.ò And he tried to convince Columbia to hire Walter Gropius to 

come to Columbia. Gropius was fleeing Europe; I think he was in England 

at that time, and he was going to Chicago where there were Moholy-Nagy 

and others from the Bauhaus. Hudnut proposed that Columbia invite 

Gropius. Columbia said no, and Hudnut quit Columbia and he was hired 

to be dean of the school at Harvard. He brought Gropius, and Gropius 

brought [Marcel] Breuer. They made the school at Harvard famous, but 

nobody ever heard of Hudnut. They all got along pretty well till the last 

years when Hudnut wanted to keep in touch with the history and roots of 

architecture and Gropius was not interested in teaching history and 

tradition. So there was some bad feeling at the end. But basically for me, 

Hudnut was a model of what a dean should be. I didnôt think of it at that 

point, but he found good people. 

[Tape 5: Side A] 

Riess: A model dean. 

Bender: Because he had a vision and he was able to enable people. Again, itôs one 

of those things I didnôt understand so much at the time but I understood 

later. I learned something from him and aspired to beðI wanted to be 

Adler instead of Sullivan. I realized I had more of a talent to be Hudnut 

than to be Gropius. I felt, and I still feel my strengths are more to be able 

to help, to work with people to make a bigger dream come true than doing 

it myself. 

Riess: And you like to work with groups. 

Bender: The work that I have evolved since is more putting a team together, or 

bringing to a team the ability to show them how they are a team, or how 

they can be a team. I also understand that I donôt have the patience, again, 

to stay with some of these things through all of the details, but if I can get 

it set up and organized, set the direction and inspire ambition, thatôs the 

part I like. 

Riess: Oh, okay. 

Bender: When I was doing a house it was different, because you could finish a 

house in a year or two. I designed our house in Amagansett at our kitchen 

table while changing diapers and giving David his midnight bottle. But as 

I get more and more into the planning scale, where things take much 

longer, it seems to me much more my role has been to put a team in place, 

and to set up a structure for how it works, to start a system that trains and 

supports the next generation. 

Riess: And thatôs what a dean does? . 
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Bender: Yes, and getting ahead again, when I decided that I would take the 

challenge to be the dean here in Berkeley, I decided to find out what a 

dean is. I looked it up in the dictionary. A dean comes from being the 

leader of ten monksðthatôs the decan[us]. This was hardly the head of 

ten monks, but it helped me understand. 

 The other piece that I wanted to mention about Hudnut is I took his class 

in which he showed these slides, the old lantern slides, three-by-five glass 

black and whites, but he talked about Rome, London, and Paris as they 

were when they were founded, how they were in the Renaissance, and 

how they were today. And for me it opened my eyes to Europe. In a way I 

had seen expressions of Europe, Corbusierôs architecture, Mondrianôs 

painting, but now I began to see some of the roots of it.  

One of the fascinating experiencesðyou had to write a paper for the class, 

and I was fascinated by Haussmann and how he transformed Paris. And as 

I started to write the paper and went into that wonderful library and started 

to collect materials, I found a lot of the writing on Haussmann was done 

by Robert Moses; Robert Moses had studied Haussmann when he was in 

Yale, and he had written papers over the years. Again, Iôm coming back to 

myðsomething I could put my hands on. You know, the Robert Moses I 

admired was the one from the early stages who built the parkways, who 

built swimming pools, built the bridges, did all that. And he got it done the 

way Haussmann did it, with forcing it, forcing it through, but he got it 

done. 

Riess: Popes did that, too.  

Bender: Yes, and the popes called on people like Michelangelo!  

Anyway, another thing that was an enormous gift to meðthere was a 

lecture one night by a man named G.E. Kidder Smith. (I was always 

impressed by names like that.) He was a lovely man who, after the war, 

did a series of books, and the one that he was talking about that night was 

called Italy Builds, in which he had traveled throughout post-war Italy and 

he focusedðhe was a photographer, he made beautiful photographs, and 

he looked at squares and piazzas and not only famous ones. And I got 

captured by the idea, again, of the public place, and I began to yearn to go 

to Europe. At the end of the lecture and in the book he showed a group of 

color pictures. Most of pictures in the book are black and white, but at the 

end he showed photographs of an area in the heel of Italy, Apulia, where 

the houses are called Trulli houses. The photographsðwell, first to see 

those houses, again, the people built those houses themselves out of the 

small stones that were there. That was something I was looking for then. 

But they were so beautiful. They were painted white, white-washed, and 

then in the pictures he showed they dried tomatoes on the curving walls 

and roofs of these white buildingsðwith the red tomatoes, it was so 

powerful. And I knew I had to go to Europe. 

 I never knew exactly why I felt that. There were so many different 

reasons, but itôs notðmy family came from Europe, but it was not about 
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anything like that. But I felt somehow the roots of what I was looking for 

were there in theðwhatôs the name, vernacular, when people do their own 

building. And thatôs what all building was at one point, with public spaces 

and with materials that came out of the ground, from the place. So there 

was something there that I had to find and understand more about. 

 The last part that was so important to me at Harvard was not about what 

the program was about but it was that for the first time I was living two 

minutes from the office, in a sense. There was no subway, I was already 

there. So when people started talking about Archibald MacLeish giving a 

class on poetryðI didnôt know Archibald MacLeish, but I started going to 

Archibald MacLeish readings and not only discovered this beautiful 

poetry, but I discovered a sophistication that I had never seen before. He 

would read Rimbaud and Verlaine in French. I didnôt understand a word. 

It was so beautiful, and then heôd translate itðhe didnôt read a translation, 

it flowed out of him.  

But also, heôd come one day in a tweed suit with a vest, and horn-rimmed 

glasses; another day he was wearing a dark suit and a white tie and he had 

silver-rimmed glasses. I donôt know why I noticed it, but I guess I had 

never seen a man who was a complete sophisticate. There was a style to 

him in everything he did, but he was not an ivory tower poet, he lived a 

robust life. Later I discovered the Frenchman Andre Malrauxðmy father, 

when he saw my interest in art, gave me for one of my birthdays, The 

Voices of Silence, the English translation of Malraux [published 1953]. 

The entire title was The Voices of Silence: Man and His Art and it 

introduced me to the idea of ña museum without walls.ò Malraux, here 

was a guy who wrote with such understanding about art, but he fought in 

the Spanish War, and he was with the Chinese rebels in Shanghai. It was a 

pictureðhe and McLeish both were of a robust life. What Iôm saying is 

what I got from Harvard may have been as much from those things. 

Certainly some of it came from seeing, being with Gropius and his 

colleagues. 

Riess: Since youôd been introduced specially to Gropius, and had a kind of added 

value, did you continue to be a protégé of him? 

Bender: I was never a protégé. But I had more access to him than most, and he 

would occasionally come to show me something. I remember he would 

come back from Europe and heôd have seen something, and if it had 

anything to do with constructionðhe would talk to the whole group, but 

sometimes he would come over and show me, talk to me about it.  

What had probably more influenceðamong the teachers I had were most 

of his partners in the office he set up in Cambridge, The Architects 

Collaborative. Norman Fletcher was one of my teachers, but his wife Jean 

was also teaching at Harvard and she was also a partner. Sarah and [John] 

ñChipò Harkness were another married couple who were a part of TAC. 

There were nine partners in The Architects Collaborative at that point, and 

two of them were these married couples. But again, it was a picture of a 

different life than I had grown up withðI didnôt know many people where 
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husband and wife worked together and had that kind of relationship 

together.  

In my third year the main design teacher I had was Hugh Stubbins, who 

was a New Englander in the real sense. He was not part of The Architects 

Collaborative, but he was very much of the kind of clear, direct, principled 

people, and he was doing some of the first modern houses. (Eventually, 

much later, he did the Citicorp Building in New York and the first 

skyscraper in Yokohama, which was another scale.) His was very much 

the New Englander, strict, lean, not a lot of decoration. His partner, the 

other design critic, instructor, was Professor Walter Bogner, who came 

from Germany with Gropius, and he was yourðpicture a big energetic 

German with a cigar. Where Stubbins would say, ñWhy do you need 

that?ò Bogner would say, ñWhy not add something here?ò [laughter] So 

you were constantly between these two poles.  

The other place where there was so much learning was just being part of 

the community there in Oxford Hall. Tom Lehrer lived in the building for 

a whileðhe was a physics student. Peter Rolland, the landscape architect, 

and Jules Prown, the art historian, lived down the hall, and there were 

chemists and physicists there. We hadðone of the roommates down the 

hall was a music student, and someone else, I canôt remember his name 

but he was from New York, he played the clarinet. And the music student 

transcribed Mozart quartets for clarinet, block flute, guitar and banjoðI 

should say that it was in Zurich later that I learned to call the recorder a 

block flute. So being in that kind of a cultural group, again, was such a 

rich, rich experience. 

Riess: I am curious, you had IBEC funding, did IBEC, or did businesses support 

research? Did Gropius get support for research and new technologies? 

Bender: No, not during the time I was at Harvard, and by the time I got connected 

with Gropius it was really toward his last years and his focus was on 

practice. Konrad Wachsmann, who had worked with Gropius on the 

General Panel System and Gropius had brought him here originally from 

Germany to work with him on that, ended up going to USCðwe met him 

there later onðand he set up a laboratory there to carry on some research. 

Sigfried Giedion, who would come and go, was best known for his 

booksðhe wrote Mechanization Takes Command: A Contribution to 

Anonymous History. 

Riess: Mechanization Takes Command? 

Bender: And thatôs my book. [laughter] In those days it was a very precious book 

for me. Later when my A Crack in the Rear View Mirror was published it 

was a great treat to find it next to Giedionôs in the bookstore. Giedionôs is 

sort of a history of how technology changes building. He has a whole 

chapter on kitchens, and he has a whole chapter on the evolution of indoor 

plumbing. Can you picture, as they started to build the skyscrapers in 

Chicago, how they dealt with indoor plumbing? Up until then most 

buildings didnôt have it, or central heating or electric lights. Somewhere 
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along there one of the great insights for me that Giedion wrote about a lot 

in Mechanization Takes Commandðthe world was being shaped by a 

small set of technologies in about ten years, the elevator, the steel frame, 

the electric light. The electric light took away day and night, the telephone 

and trains and trucks took away distance. They changed the world. Later 

in the 1930s air conditioning took away seasons. When Rockefeller Center 

was built it was not air-conditioned. When I went to work for [William] 

Lescaze briefly, one of the attractions was Lescaze was a Swiss who came 

here, and before the war he designed the PSFS tower in Philadelphia, and 

it was the  first air-conditioned skyscraper. 

 After the war we had the technology to do the curtain wall, but in order to 

use the air-conditioning efficiently, you had to keep the wall sealed, 

otherwise it would be too expensive, and in deep buildings the lighting 

made so much heat that you needed the air-conditioning. But it also 

meant, unlike the Rockefeller Center buildings, that buildings didnôt have 

to have a small floor plan to allow for daylight and fresh air. At 

Rockefeller Center, as the number of banks of elevators decreased the 

floors got too deep to be day-lighted or naturally ventilated, so thatôs why 

most tall buildings stepped back. It was possible with air conditioning and 

florescent lights to have very big floors and very tall buildings for the very 

large companies that were also emerging. Large numbers of people could 

work on many floors and justify high land values. But other values were 

traded off. People worked farther from daylight and fresh air. Natural 

systems have been overpowered and rules and economic decisions shape 

the way we live and work. 

Riess: There must be naturally limiting factors. 

Bender: There are limits. You can only do so much before something collapses. 

The technology that makes the Golden Gate Bridge with those cables 

holding the span, you canôt take that technology beyond a certain point. 

Eventually the cable will break from its own weight. You can build a 

tower up higher and higher, but the question is what youôre building after 

a while, because with the first masonry buildings and steelðwell, the 

masonry buildings that they built in Chicago, they got to be ten stories 

high, but the first floor started to be meaningless, because to bear the 

weight the first floor became so thick that you couldnôt use it anymore. 

The steel frame carries the weight in another way but it too has limits. 

New issues set the limits and weôre at one of those edges now. The end of 

the nineteenth century was a time of chemistry. The twentieth was a time 

of physics. We are now at a point where the cutting edge is becoming 

biology and human issues, and we havenôt figured out what forms they 

will take, weôre still building physics. 

Riess: I donôt know how that analogy works exactly, but I would say that there is 

a point where I wouldnôt want to live in the top of that tallest building. 

Bender: Iôm not just talking about height. Iôm talking about so far almost all of the 

green technologies, windmills and all that, for me still feels more like 

physics, and I know something different will shape the next generation. 
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Not a linear change, but some new conceptions of buildings and cities and 

how they serve people and are nourished by the land.  

Riess: So environmental science is more physics? 

Bender: Well, it hasnôt moved as much into biology as I know it will. Thereôs a 

biology of landscape, but thereôs a biology thatôs going to make a different 

kind of energyðmake energy a different way. And thatôsðthe whole 

biological metaphor that weð Biology looks at things that grow, and 

most of the buildings that weôve been building since the end of the 

nineteenth century are not about buildings that grow and change. Theyôre 

built there, and thereôs not much looking at how they behave and change. 

I think what Iôm sayingðI think weôre right at the edge of a whole new 

way of doing things. And information technology, itôs not just about 

sending e-mails, and Google and Facebook and Tweets, but buildings and 

places will evolve as we come to understand how to use all this potential. 

Solar energy will take quite different forms when we learn to make 

buildings and cities like trees and forestsðyou know, when itôs getting 

too hot they know what to do. 

Riess: Oh, smart buildings. 

Bender: But itôs hard to have smart buildings without having smart communities. 

And one of the things about big that weôre learning is that the interest is 

not in how high you can go, or how big you can make a building, but that 

you can now make a community which can do things you canôt do with a 

building. So that if you have enough different users and enough different 

people in a community you can balance the energy thatôs used. One part 

of the day the school uses more and the house less and so they can share 

and balance the capacity of a community system. A community can take 

on purifying the water or recycling waste in systems that need a skilled 

technician to run it rather than build independent little pieces in each 

house. You can do it on a community scale, but you canôt do it on an 

individual scale. 

Riess: When you talk about that, it seems like the only way you can do it right is 

from scratch. 

Bender: And the scratch is in China right nowðtheyôre building whole cities from 

scratch. Theyôre starting from the old ways, but theyôre very quickly 

coming to new ways. They are beginning to look at the possibility of 

building whole neighborhoods that ecologically make sense, rather than 

building by building. And for many of our cities that seems to be where 

we are, a time to develop the richness that is their potential. 

Riess: Youôve used the expression in your notes to me that the first half of life is 

about integration, getting it together. I wondered at what point you feel 

that you got it together? When did the disintegration begin, as it were? 
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Bender: For me that was probably when I came to Berkeley. Iôd been piling up 

experiences, and I found that it was a time and an opportunity both in my 

personal life and what Berkeley and the university offered here to start to 

develop the parts, to understand them. 

Riess: All right. Now today also we were going to talk about Breuer and summer 

jobs, and the Corbetta Corporation. 

Bender: The one thing I had to confront when I was in Cambridge and at MIT and 

Harvard is that I couldnôt go be a waiter in the summer. On the other hand, 

when I went to look for a summer job the first summer, Marcel Breuer, 

who was a hero of mine, offered me a job in his office for $29.50 a week.  

Riess: Oh! 

Bender: I wasnôt offered a job by Philip Johnson. Actually, when Johnson 

interviewed me the main question he asked was what my father did, and 

might he be a client for a house or a factory? It was exciting to talk to him 

but I knew he was paying less than thirty dollars a week. 

Riess: Now waitðyouôre saying you had gotten the same kind of offer from 

Philip Johnson? 

Bender: Well, I didnôt get to the point where it was an offer. But I interviewed with 

him and others. Those were people I would have loved to work for, but I 

couldnôt afford it at that point. I needed to be making money, and I also 

was beginning to feel I hadðthese offices were a lot like what I had at 

school. Somehow I ended up at the Corbetta Construction Company. 

Corbetta Construction was much less genteel, less polite, much more 

robust and urban. Construction companies in those days, urban 

construction, concrete paving, city contractsðI wonôt say the mafia was 

there, but the Kennedys were in that business, the Kellys were in that 

business. 

Riess: An Italian-Irish mafia? 

Bender: Well, I think each of the groups sooner or later found that thatôs where the 

city gave contracts and thatôs where politics played out in very rough 

ways. My involvement was not in that, but they were doing a lot of 

concrete construction, which I was interested in and had some background 

in. 

Riess: And were they in Boston? 

Bender: No, they were in New York. 

It gave me two things: it gave me a salary over a hundred dollars a week, 

so I could make enough money to pay for the next year; and it also gave 

me a chance to moonlight in some of the offices like Breuerôs. When they 

had a project or competition due they would ask, sometimes for 

volunteers, or sometimes theyôd pay a little to help with the presentation 
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drawings. But it turned out Corbetta was bidding on the Guggenheim 

Museum, to do the concrete for the Guggenheim Museum. They were also 

working on another project that didnôt involve me, but eventually it did. 

 They were doing the foundations for the Tappan Zee Bridge across the 

Hudson. The Tappan Zee Bridge was the first example of where a bridge 

foundation was made remotely as a concrete box. And a concrete box, if 

itôs hollow, can float. And so rather than work in place in the water at the 

riverôs edge they made these concrete boxes, floated them into place and 

sank them in place to be the foundation. Corbetta developed that, and they 

had concrete yards in Hoboken on the Hudson so they could do it. 

 The reason I mention it is laterðyou showed me that website about Thule 

Air Base. It didnôt mention the most interesting part of the original Thule. 

When the fleet came with all the ships bringing the supplies, there was no 

pier; this was the coast of Greenland and there was no dock to unload 

them. And they built this giant dock on the East Coast and they floated it 

up. It came with the ships, and they pulled it up and sank it, and they had 

the pier and unloaded from itðand that, again, was a Corbetta project. 

Riess: Sank it by just filling it with water? 

Bender: Just by filling it with water and anchoring. Apparently there was some of 

that done in the D-Day landings; thatôs where it was first used. 

 But the Guggenheim, the thing that was interesting to me is in order to 

estimate the concrete for the Guggenheim, they first had to figure out how 

they would build the forms, and second they had to figure out how to put 

the steel in. It turned out that Mr. Wright had shown how much steel was 

supposed to go in but there were no calculations. And Corbetta had people 

who could calculate that. They needed to do it to get the permits they 

would need.  

[Tape 5: Side B] 

Bender: They were trying to figure out where the sizes and the shapes of the steel 

came from, and I had been spending the summer making some of the 

drawings to show how the forms would work. Not with much expertise: 

they were experts, I was merely a draftsman more than anything. 

Riess: Was there an unusual lack of guidance from the Wright office? 

Bender: There was none. No calculations and little detail. 

Riess: Noneðis that the way it works? 

Bender: Well, you know, if youôre making a concrete apartment house you donôt 

need a lot of guidance. The Guggenheim was much more complex. Wright 

showed the shapes that he wanted, but now weôre not talking about a 

concrete apartment house, weôre talking about unusual three-dimensional 

forms. There was a lot of figuring out. I was not part of the difficult 
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figuring out, but I was someone who could speak some of that language 

and some of the architect language. Eventually I was sent, as if it took 

much sending! to Wisconsin [Taliesin]ðit was going to be a week but it 

ended up being almost two weeks. I went to Wisconsin with a bunch of 

drawings, and again, it would have been too expensive to send the 

engineers who really could talk directly about the questions, but I would 

present the questions and be the middleman. 

Riess: And that worked? 

Bender: It worked for me, wonderfully! [laughter] They eventually found that he 

hadnôt done calculations for the steel; he had done it instinctively. The 

Corbetta engineers then made a whole set of calculations based on the 

Taliesin drawings, and it turned out he was basically right. They had 

calculations you could show the building department, but it came out to be 

pretty much what Wright had done intuitively. And for me it meant 

spending two weeks at Taliesin. I had to bunk with some of the people, 

the apprenticesðthey really didnôt have dorms. 

Riess: This could have been a conversion experience. 

Bender: Oh yes, but it wasnôt. For me it was almost the opposite. I loved the 

product, I loved what Wright did, but again it was the opposite of what I 

was learning. The Taliesin Fellowship was a really top-down operation, 

and there were ñthe boysò and the family.  

Whatôs interesting, and weôll talk about it more laterðin Switzerland later 

I became really friendly, and to this day heôs one of my closest friends, 

with the son of Rudolf Steiger who was the head of the CERN project. 

Peter eventually took over the CERN project from his father, but the 

father had sent Peter to Arizona to work with Frank Lloyd Wright, 

because coming from the European world Wright was interesting to study. 

The other stuff they all had. Itôs interesting, the other partner [Werner] 

Moser, the one who invited me to work with Steiger and who was at 

Harvard when I was there, sent his son to Aalto to work, which again was 

out of their world. 

 To give you a picture, Peter went to Arizona, and it was trouble from the 

beginning. Peter is a really individual, strongðSue used to say a 

ñplayboy.ò And he didnôt take to bringing breakfast to the Wrights in bed 

in the morning, or to working in the kitchen, which is part of it. And after 

not very long Peter said he was going to quit. As he tells it, he was sitting 

waiting for the bus to take him back to townðthis was in Arizonaðand 

Peter plays the violin beautifully, and while he was waiting he was 

playing the violin and Wright heard him and he said, ñIf you can play the 

violin like that youôre in the orchestra.ò So Peter ended up staying for not 

quite a year, but he stayed there and he played the violin. 

Riess: What did he mean ñin the orchestra?ò Like metaphorically? 
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Bender: Oh no, they had concerts, and if youôve been to Taliesin West they had 

like a little theater nightclub and they had performances and things of that 

sort. Eventually Peter spent some time in New York where he met a 

doctor at a cocktail party and they talked about the violin, and the doctor 

ended up inviting Peter to stay at his house for six months so they could 

play the violin together. 

Riess: Oh, lovely. 

Bender: And then later, the year when we were living in New York, Paul Wiener 

who I was later working with, and the Steigers who were working on a 

nuclear project in CERN, were asked to do a traveling exhibition of the 

future of atomic energy for the UN, and Paul Wiener got the job to put the 

thing together, and he brought the Steigers into it. And then Peter Steiger 

started coming to the UN, and heôd have meetings with Dag 

Hammarskjöld and then go fly back to his Sunday string quartet in Zurich. 

Culture creeps in, in strange ways. 

Riess: You mention CERNðwhen I saw that in your notes I thought you had 

made a mistake, that you meant CIAM. I thought CERN was high-energy 

physics. 

Bender: CERNðCERN is the Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire. 

Twelve European countries that got together to do a research center in 

Geneva. It was built for high-energy physics, but actually the best 

invention thatôs come out of it may be the Internet. I was at CERN in 

1956, at the beginning when it was focused on a cyclotron and a proton 

synchrotron, and now just in the last year, the new Large Hadron Collider. 

We will talk more about all that. 

 My Harvard career ended when I realized that if I finished my thesis I was 

going to go to Korea, or at least go into the army. There was no way I was 

not going to get drafted once I finished school. My draft board was in a 

neighborhood in Brooklyn where most of the people volunteered at 

eighteen, and to those of us who were college people they had to give 

defermentsðwe were an irritant.  

Riess: An irritant? 

Bender: An irritant. It was people saying, ñWhy arenôt these guys going?ò But I 

had heard that if I had an essential job, then Iôd get a deferment. And I 

read about Operation Blue Jay. I saw it first in an ad in one of the Boston 

newspapers, and it told about Operation Blue Jay. 

Riess: So it wasnôt secret? 

Bender: Well, it was secret. That was one of the things. What it was was a 

construction project, and the way the ad put itðI donôt remember, I wish I 

had saved itðit was either in a very hot place or a very cold place. You 

had to agree, if they wanted you, to be away for eighteen months, because 

it was secret. And if something happened, if you got sick or whatever, you 
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might have to go to a place where you couldnôt come back and tell about 

it. You were supposed to bring the clothing you would bring if you were 

going to work in Maine, or if you were going to work in Florida, and they 

would give you anything else. I knew they were doing bases in 

Casablanca. I didnôt how many or what or anythingðand I also knew that 

the New York office of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill was doing 

something in Casablanca. Anyway, I decided to do it. It seemed better 

than going into the army. 

Riess: It seems a little crazy, making that decision! 

Bender: Well, I was pretty sure it was going to be Casablanca. [laughter] Anyway, 

I went to sign up in Boston. The main engineers were a Boston firm, 

Metcalf & Eddy, that were mainly infrastructure. But they were in 

collaboration withðPeter Kiewit was a big Midwestern construction 

company, and they formed something called the North Atlantic 

Constructors, I think. I went to sign the contract, and it was a good hourly 

wage but it was going to be a lot of money because you were guaranteed 

sixty hours a week and you got time and a half between forty and sixty 

and it turned out that you often worked seventy hours a week. So it was a 

chance to make money.  

Riess: And no place to spend it. 

Bender: And no placeðoh, thatôs part of it. They took twenty-five dollars a week 

out of your salary for room and board, and you werenôt allowed to have 

much money. You could draw small amounts of money that you could 

spend. Iôm not sure when it all became clear. You could spend it at the 

Officers Club, but it was an officers club. And that was the other thing, as 

a civilian you would be treated like an officer rather than an enlisted man. 

Anyway there was a little bit of adventure in it. 

Riess: Did you know anyone else who was signing up? 

Bender: No. Once I got there, I met one or two people who came more from 

engineering and architecture rather than the construction industry, but it 

was mostly construction industry. And then there were people, all men, 

mostly people from the air force and some from the navy. But it was to be 

an air force base, so as time went on it went fromðIôm getting aheadðit 

went from construction to more air force people. 

 But anyway, I reported in Bostonðover this last weekend I was trying to 

think, how did I get around to these places? I remember I was already in 

Boston, and when I moved from MIT to Harvard, I took the bus! I went 

and signed up, and then I wentðIôm trying to remember. I think they gave 

us a train ticket to go to Westover Air Force Base. And then we were 

taken to, it turned out, Rosemount, Minnesotaðthis was the first 

surpriseðfor a few weeks of indoctrination.  

Riess: And was it winter when you started out? 
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Bender: It was the end of winter, so it was pretty cold. And so my rationale was 

that they were trying to fool the Russians by sending us up there, and then 

we were going to go to Casablanca. And even when the plane left and I 

was told we were on our way to Newfoundland, I said, ñOh, it must be the 

Great Circle Route.ò  

I think on that trip there were just four of us. We got to Newfoundland 

where there were already some people, and we were told we were going to 

Greenland. It was not happy news, but there I had my first experience with 

an officers club with slot machines, and everyone was drinking and 

playing the slot machines. And it was there we found out what we were 

actually going to do. We went from there to Thule. The Thule Air Base, 

that was just a stopping point, and then we went to a place called 

Narsarsuaq. The name of the base there was called BW-1, Bluie West 

One. 

Riess: BW-1. 

Bender: There was a series of bases that had been started, I guess during World 

War II as radio stations. There had been a landing strip in what turned out 

to be really dangerousðin order to get into Narsarsuaq you had to sort of 

fly through a fjord and land. The reason for the bases was more mostly to 

look at the Russians. But the one in Narsarsuaq had a particular role. At 

that point, fighter planes, jet planes couldnôt fly from the United States to 

England nonstop. And so they would fly from Maine, or occasionally 

theyôd go to Newfoundland, to the southern tip of Greenland, to Iceland, 

to Scotland, that was the route. And what this base was being put there for 

primarily was to be a stopping place. The one at Thule was like the main 

base, and there were bases up and down. At one point I went to one called 

BW-3, which turned out to be a floating ice island very close to the North 

Pole. 

Riess: This wasnôt for missile installations? 

Bender: At this point it wasnôt missile installations, it was more radio contact and 

moving planes back and forth. I donôt think there wereðwell, I guess 

there were missiles at that point. You know, I never heard about missiles 

and we never saw anything. There may have been missile things. I know 

in northern Canada there were also bases, but at this point it was more 

about getting back and forth. 

Riess: So, were you just completely bummed by being sent there? 

Bender: Well, you know, it was interesting. At Thule there was this big operation. 

There had been a fleet of cargo ships and 3000 men with this pier and 

interesting prefabricated buildings, interesting for me. I saw them briefly 

and then we used them briefly. They made a kind of temporary building 

out of the materials they made refrigerators out of, and they were 

lightweight with big insulation panels, and at Thule they discovered these 

buildings could blow away because they were so light. The ground was 

deep permafrost, frozen six feet down. It was very difficult to make 
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foundations, so they had a shelf on the bottom, it came out from the 

bottom, on which they put big blocks of ice. And at Thule the ice never 

really melted, even in the summer. When we used them temporarily at 

Narsarsuaq it was warmer and the ice started to melt and they started to 

move around.  

Greenland, at that point, belonged to the Danish Commonwealth and so 

there was some agreement that the Danes had some role in building. As 

far as I could see they had very little involvement at Thule, which was 

much more a US military headquarters, but there were some Danes there. 

When we went to Narsarsuaq there was a Danish man, a famous Danish 

man, Peter Freuchen. 

Riess: Yes, I know that name. 

Bender: He wrote books and he was on The Sixty-four Thousand Dollar Question. 

He was there to help us when we got to Narsarsuaq, which they used to 

say is in ñsunny southern Greenland,ò introduce us to some of the local 

people. There was no local community there, but it was close to a couple 

of the real towns, Godhavn and Jakobshavn. But you couldnôt go anyplace 

because there were no roads, you were surrounded with fjords and 

glaciers. Our jobðthey had laid out what the base was supposed to be 

like, and we had to basically check on the ground and make sure there was 

nothing unexpected there, that the plan would work. Also to begin to 

indicate, to lay out where things were. 

Riess: And you knew how to do surveying 

Bender: Well, thatôsðmy qualification in this is I was a ñsurveyor.ò You had to do 

surveying in the first year of civil engineering, every civil engineer had to 

do it. It was also a cultural thing, it was like a summer camp where the 

class bonded. At one point we went to Van Cortlandt Park to learn 

surveying. I was not much of a surveyor in Greenland. I started out being 

one of the rod men, which put me with like the lowest level of 

construction workers. I ended up having a bigger job, because as they 

were beginning to check what we found against the plans. I could work 

with the maps and I could make and draw the adjustments. 

 The first weeks we were living with a Greenland Eskimo family who 

Peter Freuchen introduced to help usðit wasnôt survival really, but to 

have more than the food that was dropped there with us until the fleet 

came with the construction men and equipment. Again, there was this 

small window. We got there in March, I think, before the thaw, when the 

water was opening up so the ships could come in, and then they had to 

unload and get out, otherwise they would be frozen in for the winter. It 

was really a beautiful time in sunny southern Greenland there. The edge 

coming down to the bay was green, and there were sheep and wonderful 

fish, a fish called char, and beautiful birds. 

Riess: And you lived in houses? 
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Bender: Well, at first we lived in tents. There were no local people living there, 

except this group who came and a few families who had built temporary 

houses. They would come each year and build near the water and fish. 

Once the ships came, the construction men lived on the ships, and then 

they came ashore to start assembling. The first prefabricated things were 

the same as the ones in Thule, which were very lightweight, but the issue 

was that because it was Danish, the Danish got to build some of the 

buildings, and they were using a prefabricated concrete system called 

Schokbeton, shock concrete, made in forms. Actually it was a Dutch 

system that the Danes used, where the concrete panels were put in the 

form and machines shook, vibrated, the form to make the surfaces smooth. 

And then it was put together like aðnot an Erector Set really, but like the 

postwar housing projects going up all over Europe. So the permanent 

buildings were going to be made of that, and the barracks were made 

mostly with panels that arrived with window and door frames in place and 

a kind of pebble finish. Some of the bigger buildings, warehouses and 

things, were done with prefabricated columns and beams and girders and 

put together. 

Riess: This was to be a major, permanent installation. 

Bender: Oh, it was meant to be permanent. 

Riess: It didnôt have to do with getting through the Korean War and then 

disassembling it. 

Bender: No, and the base at BW-8 at Sondrestrom Fjord on the Arctic Circle 

eventually became a commercial stop for SAS, and it had more facilities 

from the beginning. It never had as many people, but it was being 

prepared to be a civilian air base. The one at Thule was much bigger, and 

that was the military headquarters that supplied everything. There were 

about three thousand workmen who came to build it.  

Riess: Thatôs interesting. So you saw how logistics works. 

Bender: Oh yes. It was fantasticðthe military planned it all, like an invasion. The 

first barracks that went upðpeople were still living on the ship for a 

while, but we moved into some of the first barracks with some of the 

workmen that were coming. And it was getting to be summer, and 

everybody worked basically from six to six, and as it got lighter, it didnôt 

make a difference which was day or night. From six to seven oôclock half 

the people were having breakfast and half were having dinner, in the same 

mess hallðand then for a while the people who were coming off work 

would go to bed in some of the same beds that the rest of us had gotten out 

of. Sometimes you couldðusually you didnôt want to know who was in 

the other shift! That didnôt last too long, but through the whole time I was 

there everybody worked and ate in a twelve-hour day. 

Riess: This is because of summer daylight. 
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Bender: Well, it continued into the winter, and when it got to be dark it was also 

cold. But at first the work had to be done quickly, both to get the ships 

unloaded and the materials stored and the basic housing built. And then 

the ships left before the fjord froze again. What I was involved in first was 

the housing. But the main event was the runway, which you werenôt 

supposed to know, or if you did know, you werenôt supposed to talk about 

how long it was. And the fuel tanksðI think they held forty thousand 

gallons and one was built every day for a month. At any rate, forty tanks 

in forty days. 

 My job was assistant to the one architectðhis name was Sol Friedmanð

who was there to supervise the erection of these prefabricated concrete 

buildings, and it became interesting. Again, Iôd always seen prefabrication 

from the academic view, but no one ever told me what happens if part A-3 

on the ground floor either doesnôt arrive in the package or is broken. How 

do you get to put B-3 up above it? I began to learn something of the 

problems if things fit together at first, but then as the temperature changed 

some of the pieces didnôt fit together. 

Riess: Thatôs just what I wanted to ask, what you took out of this whole 

experience? 

Bender: Well, I think one, I got exposed to the reality of some of these 

prefabricated construction systems.  

One job as surveyor that I was assigned wasðthere was a six-hundred-

foot radio tower, and it was being assembled. I hadnôt thought of that as 

prefabrication, but all the pieces came, and it was pipes, and held up with 

guy wires. It sort of sat on a ball. And these Indians came from Oklahoma 

to assemble it. 

Riess: Sat on a ball you said? 

Bender: Well, yes, the ball wasðthere had to be ceramic insulators between the 

tower and its base, and the guy wires didnôt go up directly, they came to 

an insulated connector in which the metal was made to press on a ceramic 

piece, so if the metal got struck by lightning it wouldnôt come through to 

the ground. My job there was a simple surveying job. I had to make sure 

that the tower was vertical, which you could do with a surveying 

instrument. You could swivel the transit up and down, and when it wasnôt 

vertical youôd have to signal the crew to adjust the guy wires.  

Riess: Itôs like sculpture, though, from all sides, so how do you survey it? 

Bender: Well, you had to move. 

Riess: You keep moving around. 

Bender: Well, actually we didnôt move. We set up three transits, and I moved 

around. I was responsible, as the engineer, but I was also the 
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inexperienced college graduate, with this tribe of Indians who were expert 

at steel construction.  

Riess: You said they came from Oklahoma? 

Bender: They came from Oklahoma. 

Riess: Just for this job? 

Bender: Well, they went around to different bases. Thatôs the way structural steel 

building and bridges, etc., are built, mostly by Indian steel worker teams 

from Northern New York State and Oklahoma. The last I heard, a lot of 

the New York teams live with their families in Brooklyn. 
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Interview 4: September 7, 2010 

[Tape 6: Side A] 

 You were thinking about why you were drawn, why you went to 

Greenland? 

Bender: Well, what I wanted to say is more complicated than that, because in each 

case, almost everything Iôve doneðwhy I did it turned out to be not what 

came out of it. I went to Greenland to stay out of the army, to have some 

adventure, but I learned so much in Greenland thatôs become part of 

everything I do. It also wasnôt what I thought I was going to learn. I lived 

above the Arctic Circle through a summer and a winter withðat various 

times up to three thousand construction workers.  

I never would have met people like that before. I never would have lived 

with them before. I could have anticipated the drinking, the carousing, the 

fighting, but the lives and the dreams of these people, many of whom had 

come from work in the oil fields in South America and later would move 

onðas I might have if I hadnôt gotten pulled outðto Spain to work on the 

next set of US bases. That was going to be the next place where bases 

were built, and their dreams were to keep doing that work, and then to 

retire. They would say, ñOne day Iôm going to have a bar in Joliet.ò I 

donôt think many of those guys ever got there. (I went once to Joliet. I 

thought it must be a city of bars because that was the dream of so many of 

these mid-western construction workers. By the time I visited it was a 

suburban town.) They were making a lot of money because they were 

away working full-time, and it was being deposited somewhere where one 

day theyôd have this nest egg. Iôm not sure how much of the dream ever 

came true for that many of them.  

Riess: And that was an all-menôs world. 

Bender: It was an all-menôs world, and it was a menôs world with limited dreams 

in some way, but there was ambition and there was a pride in what they 

did. And there was an incredible, both pride and satisfaction. In 

Narsarsuaq they had to build these big fuel tanks, and they had to build 

forty tanks in forty days. In size, itôs like building apartment houses, and 

they were all welded and steel. They built a runway that was ten thousand 

feet long, two miles! They built barracks, they had the skills to do it and 

they had the satisfaction of seeing it done, and nobody gave them creditð

I mean, they were construction workers. They didnôt have names. And 

even the companiesðthey came from companies with real names, but 

they were put together in something called North Atlantic Constructors, 

and then the next time it would be something else. North Atlantic 

Constructors disappeared after the Greenland work, blew away like dust. 

Riess: How did you socialize with them? Would you have been obviously 

different to them? 
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Bender: Well, I was pretty different, and my role was different. I was younger than 

most of them, more schooled and much less experienced. Very often I was 

the butt of jokes. They taught me how to drink. They occasionally laughed 

at me because I was a ñHarvard Boy,ò and especially when they found I 

was making less money than most of them. I was making one-third what 

they called a cat skinner, someone who drove Caterpillar machines. But 

there was a gentleness also, because they wanted to hear things about what 

my life was. I remember them as storytellers. They told stories of the 

places theyôd worked, and they told stories about work in distant places, 

fights, accidents, and dreams, and I related to them finally because they 

wanted to hear my story as well. 

Riess: So did they shape your story in a way then? 

Bender: Well, they opened my view in many ways. They made it clear that there 

was much more to what I was doing than what I was doing. Up to then 

almost all of the designing that I did, almost all of the work represented 

paper in an office, and visits to a site. But here we were living in the 

middle of it. You were feeling the workðthere were accidents. People got 

hurt and you realized sometimes people got hurt because the way things 

were designed or planned to be built made it more dangerous.  

And you realized, on another level, so much of what seemed so easy when 

you were planning itðwe were putting up barracks that were being 

prefabricated in Holland for the Danish company, that were being put up 

in Greenland. If a piece broke, got damaged in shipping, or one didnôt 

come or got lost somehow you couldnôt put the building together. 

Whereas, if you were pouring the concrete in traditional construction, you 

could pour another piece. So part of what became fascinating for me is to 

be in the momentðto have to devise how you could make this piece of 

wall so the prefabricated structure could go on. 

Riess: Were you the only one of you? Wasnôt there a cadre of people at your 

level? 

Bender: No, there was nobody at my level. I went as a surveyor. I went with my 

resume with all my skills, and what they saw was I had taken surveying 

and civil engineering, and they needed surveyors. And as I told you, even 

then I was not at the thinking end of the surveying originally, I was what 

they called a rod man. Eventually I got to do more of the surveying, but 

what they realized is what I could do is site planning and working with 

what came out of the survey.  

That first summer there were three thousand people working there. It 

switched and some of the workers went away and airmen came, but there 

were basically that many people. And there was a very small office where 

some engineering was done, and there was one architect, Sol Friedman. 

As the work changed from surveying to site adjustment I was made his 

assistant, and then he got hurt in an accident, his jeep skidded into a 

bulldozer, and he was airlifted out and I was madeðit wasnôt chief 
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architect, Iôm trying to remember the official title, project architect, I 

think.  

What project architect was was sort of to take care of theðwe werenôt 

supposed to be designing anything, we were dealing with what had to be 

changed in order to make it go ahead and be built. At first I was adjusting 

and adding to site plans, then making adjustments to the structures, and 

then it turned out that when the buildings were finished they were bare 

concrete buildings and nobody thought much about how the dining room, 

mess hall would look. And so I got to make sketches for how to lay it out, 

to make suggestions, eventually do some interiors. One of my 

inventionsðthe ceilings were pretty low, and they used to have movies, 

and theyôd project the movies, but you could only project to a certain size 

because the ceiling was too low. I designed a screen made out of bed sheet 

to hang down the middle of the building, so when you projected, from one 

side you could see the film the right way, but you saw the film through the 

sheet from the back side! 

Riess: That works! 

Bender: And it worked fine. There were times when it got to be strange, because 

people whoða lot of these guys would be drunk when they were 

watching the movie, and theyôd sort of try to go through the screen or up 

to the screen. But I realized, as I did later, that there were so many parts of 

design other than the formal parts.  

Riess: Let me askðwas there any color? Or was it all gray? 

Bender: They were thought of as gray, but I realized that I could requisition things, 

and so I started doing color schemes, and paint was so cheap no one even 

asked, and so they sent in paint so we could paint walls. We designed 

some tables and chairs for recreation rooms and things of that sort. 

Riess: But you never met your client, did you? In a way. Were you there when 

they moved in? 

Bender: Well, they were moving in, but the clients originally were the workers. 

And then they began to be the military people. And then youôre getting to 

what my problem was, is that more and more of the military people came 

and the boss changed. Thereôd always been a military person there, but the 

boss changed from Lou Litchfield, I think was his name, who was the 

chief engineer for North Atlantic Constructors, to a colonel whose name I 

block, because he was my nemesis.  

As the colonel began to be more and more important, as it became more 

the military, he would often ask me to do things which I wasnôt supposed 

to do because I was a civilian. He was trying to capture me to doð

especially when I started to design some of the things within the buildings, 

heôd be asking me to do more things that were outside of the civilian 

contract. A lot of it I was happy to be doing, but Iôd get pulled back and of 

course I had to do it. And then he had this idea, which he did not share 
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with me, he wrote to my draft board and he said, ñHeôs no longer 

essential,ò basically. 

Riess: Oh! Because he couldnôt control you. 

Bender: Well, because he had this plan to get me back there as a soldier. Drafted 

and sent to Greenland.  

This was not something I knew was going on. And the communication 

was really bad and it was winter at that point, where not that many planes 

went in and out, and I suddenly got a message from my draft board telling 

me to report. I didnôt worry too much because it was really difficult to get 

out of there. You needed a priority to get on the plane, and then I 

discovered I was at the top of the priority list. And then he told me what 

he had in mind, which was horror of horrorsðboth in the army and back 

in Greenland. 

 Anyway, I got flown very briefly through Boston, where I got paid off. I 

was unhappy, but also basically living a kind of John Wayne fantasy. 

They put me up in a good hotel in Boston, the Parker House I think. And I 

took hot baths and a barber came to the room and gave me a haircut, and I 

bought a suit. And then I had to report to Fort Dix for my basic training. 

And I remember hearing aboutðI can pinpoint the date because I was on 

hold for a week, I was in the army but I couldnôt start basic training 

because they had to wait for the next company to come alongðthey were 

coming in the normal way, and I was coming through this strange route. 

And the McCarthy hearings were going on, and one of the big scandals 

was that McCarthy had these two assistants, Roy Cohn and Private [G. 

David] Schine, referred to as Private Schine. And it turns out that Private 

Schine was the son of, I think, the family that owned the Loewôs chain of 

theaters or something of that sort. They had gotten him out of the army, 

they got him assigned to do this instead of going to Korea, and there was a 

scandal about getting influential people out of regular duty. They changed 

the rule so you could only ask for someone by what they called MOS 

[Military Occupation Specialty], that you couldnôt ask for someone by 

name.  

I was halfway through basic training when I got called in one day and the 

major said, ñWhatôs going on that theyôre asking for you?ò I said, ñWell, I 

think theyôre trying to get me to go back in Greenland.ò And they said, 

ñWell, you know, weôre not allowed to send you because they asked for 

you by name. But we want to know why youôre important enough that 

theyôre doing this.ò [laughter]  I never found out who the poor guy was 

who did get to go to Greenland but I later saw my file, and it had a stamp 

on it not to leave the First Army area. They decided I must be worth 

something, and they didnôt want me reassigned somewhere else before 

they figured it out. 

 In basic training everyone wore these helmet liners. They looked like a 

helmet but they were plastic, and the officers and some of the sergeants 

started painting theirs, and some of them would be colors. And at one 
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point I said to the lieutenantðwe were in Dog Company, I donôt 

remember what they all are, but D was Dog CompanyðI said, ñI could 

paint you a nice logo on there.ò So I painted this helmet liner, and then 

everybody wanted a helmet liner, so I would get pulled out of training 

exercises so I could be painting them. 

Riess: And everyone wanted an individual one? 

Bender: Well, it was establishedðthe lieutenant, his was blue, and the sergeants 

could have red ones, and theyôd all have the D for Dog Company on them, 

but that began to evolve, and then they wanted signs for theirðthe 

sergeants lived in the same barracks but they had private rooms, and so 

they wanted signs with their names on it, and I did them. So then with 

luck Iôd get out of days, like I got out of the day when you had to go into 

the gas chamber, and you went in with the gas mask on and you had to 

take it off and experience the teargas and come out. I never had to do that. 

Riess: Because you were on helmet and sign painting duty. 

Bender: Because I was busy painting helmets. 

Riess: But you must have begun to wonder where was this going? 

Bender: Well, it was strange because it had turned around from Greenland, where I 

was this kid, and now I was one of the seniorðmost of them were 

nineteen year olds. Half of them came from upstate New York someplace 

in a farm area, and a lot came from Brooklyn. And then people started to 

get sick in basic training, which happens. And then it was interesting. 

Well, first of all, you had a dental inspection, and a lot of the farm people 

had all these teeth pulled, because theyôd never had any dental care. And 

then later on, the strong, healthy-looking farm boys kept getting sick 

because they hadnôt been exposed to all the things that these wiry, young 

city kids had, who looked like they werenôt strong at all, but they were 

used to being exposed to everything. 

 I met one guy that became a friend. First of all, almost everybody in my 

companyôs name began with A or B, because they just broke us up 

alphabetically into this company. And one day, I was sitting underneath 

the targets at the rifle range, where one of the jobs was while one group 

was shooting, you pushed the target up and then you pulled it down and 

you marked where the hits were and if it was a miss you waved this red 

flag, which was called ñMaggieôs Drawers,ò I remember. I was sitting 

with this guy who was differentðhe was about my age. His name was 

Peter Benzoni, and I discovered that he was born in Italy but he became an 

American citizen who got drafted, and heôd been at Yale. It eventually 

came out he was a member of Skull and Bones. And so here we were, 

sitting in as close to the trenches as youôd come, bullets whizzing 

overhead, talking about Harvard and Yale, and then we began talking 

about literature. We were like two alien people moving through basic 

training. 
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 Eventually, when I graduated from basic training, I got assigned to Fort 

Monmouth, which was not far away, in the Signal Corps, a group called 

Training Aids. Training Aids was a division that made all the training 

aids. Later on we took on projects for the Corps of Engineers at Fort Dix. 

The training aids varied from charts, and I did posters like, Donôt Smoke 

in Bed or things about Be Careful How You Handle Grenades, and so on. 

I still have some of those posters somewhere. We also madeðyou see 

pictures of the generals at the table, with the sand table, with the 

topography, and theyôre moving tanks around. We designed those tables, 

and modified tanks we bought at toy stores, but some of the things we had 

to design. 

 Then it got more complicated because once it appearedðagain, there were 

just a couple of us who were soldiers assigned to this group, which was in 

Asbury Parkðthe factory operation was in Asbury Park in an industrial 

building. And so a bus used to take us from Fort Monmouth every 

morning to go to work in Asbury Park and take us back. 

Riess: The factory? 

Bender: Well, it was like a factory. Today it would be a loft building. Actually 

they had a printing operation because they did publications, spray 

painting, carpentry tools.  

Riess: Itôs making me wonderðwhat was this war? This is not just being 

shipped off to Korea. Where is this stuff going? 

Bender: Well, but this was really an interesting time. The Signal Corps was 

changing from flags and Morse code to radio. It was the beginning of TV 

and before computers, but the whole issue of signaling and signalsðit 

was expanding, and people had to be taught new skills and it was the 

height of the Cold War. For me it was all surreal. In basic training we had 

bayonet practice, and we had to charge with a bayonet at these dummies 

and stick themðand we were supposed to shout, ñDie Chink!ò This must 

have been at the point where the Chinese came down and took Korea. 

Then I arrived at Fort Monmouth which was like a technical school at Red 

Bank on the New Jersey Shore. 

 So there was this horror on one level, and on the other levelðI had money 

because Iôd been working in Greenland. I discovered that Iðwell, first of 

all, I was terrible at things like shining my shoes, and you had to pass 

inspection. There were these kids in basic training who were great at it, 

and who I realizedðtheir ambition was to go to paratrooper school. I was 

hoping not to go anywhere! And so in basic training I used to be able to 

pay some of them to keep my boots shined and to clean my rifle. And in 

turn I would help them with some of theðthey were studying for tests that 

they had to pass. So I was sort of in this funny position of the teacherôs 

pet, because I used to get called off to do the painting things, and then I 

was older than they were; I was twenty-four, twenty-five, and they were 

only nineteen. 



101 

[Tape 7: Side A] 

Bender: After the eight weeks of basic training you got your new assignment. Most 

of the people in my platoon went on to a second eight weeks of infantry 

training and then they were going to go to Korea. I got sent to Asbury 

Park. Not the regular center at Fort Monmouth, where they took charge of 

my army life, here my job was to work in the Training Aids Division of 

the Signals Corps doing the training aids. And that was interesting work. 

It was designing all kinds of big and little things, and it was also working 

with people who were civil service employees who had real skills, like 

one group of them whose work was graphic design but passion was surf 

casting for striped bass in Atlantic Highlands. As a side job they prepared 

the fish as displaysðitôs not taxidermy exactly. 

Riess: Oh yes, mounting the fish. 

Bender: Others were sign painters, and they would moonlight making the menus 

for coffee shops and signs for local businesses. They were a delightful 

group of people. One of them had a turkey farm, he lived on the turkey 

farm and he came in to this job at Training Aids. He was going to add 

turkey sheds and asked me to design the turkey sheds. I learned that you 

put in green lights, because turkeys eat green things, and so they could put 

out the corn or whatever it is and put the green light on and they ate more. 

The floor of the shed was like a screen, so all the droppings went through, 

and the biggest profit was selling the droppings as fertilizer. Clearly this 

was not the Graduate School of Design. I also designed lobster storage. 

Some of them were lobster fishermen, and their dock was rotting, and we 

redesigned the dock with new pens to store the lobster pots before they 

went out. I designed the storage for the lobster pots and also tanks for 

keeping the lobsters.  

And a very nice man, Charles Brittain, who was a quite good book 

designer, was building a house in Princeton Junction, not that far, and we 

talked about the house. I made some sketches that he liked and ended up 

designing the house, which was the first real house that I built. I have 

pictures of it. It looks a little bit like one of the sketch problems I did at 

Harvard. So again, I really had this mixture of things.  

Riess: You mentioned the Chaplainôs Corners in your notes. 

Bender: Well, the Chaplainôs Corner was when I had moved to Training Aids, 

when it began to take another surreal turn.  Each company at Fort 

Monmouth had a common room, and part of it was a ñChaplainôs Corner.ò 

And every month they had a competition for which company had the best 

Chaplainôs Corner. The commanding officer of our company asked if we 

would design the Chaplainôs Corner, and we won the prize. After that the 

different companies that had the Chaplainôs Corner would ask our colonel 

at Training Aids for help. So every month we would win the prize for a 

different Chaplainôs Corner. We would make a different design that 

showedðthey had to show some of the notices and manuals and books 

and have a theme. It was actually one of the nicest design jobs to have to 
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design different versions of this, and each company would have some 

theme or something that they wanted. I got to be designing things like 

that. 

Then it started to get more interesting. After the Chaplainôs Corner the 

colonel was beginning to look at me as a kind ofðnot an indentured 

servant but somebody who could be rented or loaned out. And each time 

he lent me out for a job his prestige was growing.  

Riess: A little value added. 

Bender: We started winning the Chaplainôs Corners. Then there was the issue that 

every Saturday there was a parade, and after the parade the people who 

could go on a weekend pass would leave. Also at the parade they gave 

certificates or awards to retiring officers or to people who finished the 

classes, like the class in radio tower building. And the colonel told the 

commanding officer that we could make these nice diplomas. So I started 

designing diplomas and certificates. 

Riess: These were calligraphy? 

Bender: What we did finally was silkscreen part of them and then did calligraphy. 

I designed them and there were other people who did the calligraphy. And 

there was a ñTrophyò made of old artillery shells, the brass casing. We 

would engrave them, put names on them. I designed the wooden stands 

they were mounted on and the cabinetmaker made them. They would be 

given out at the parades. Then there was the problem of how to organize 

the Saturday morning parade. The commanding officer wanted it to feel 

very military. Sometimes he would want to review the troops on foot, 

other times in a Jeep, driving up and down between ranks of troops. So I 

ended up designing the parades, an interesting planning problem. How do 

you bring this couple of thousand people from their barracks, assemble 

them, and then march them to specific places on the parade ground. They 

had to march out of the company, along roads, and make turns, so whatôs 

the turning radius of sixteen people broad marching around? 

Riess: Thatôs interesting, yes. 

Bender: My surveying in Greenland combined with my architecture and planning. 

We had a crew who would lay it out, put some stakes in the ground, and 

use color codes. So, I was involved in the parades and the diplomas. Best 

of all I had convinced the major that to make really good diplomas we 

should put ribbons and gold trim on them, and I could get that material at 

the Bridal District in New York. And so I was allowed to go to New York 

from time to time. I had a car, because I had used some of my Greenland 

money to buy a car, a Brooklyn boyôs dream, a white, pre-Mustang, Ford 

convertible with red seats. 

Riess: You were close to home all of this time. How much did you get off base 

and go home and to New York? 
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Bender: I went off base a lot, a lot. It was a wonderful time for me. I had a job in 

New Jersey, and I went into the city. I could go home, not only by driving 

but sometimes on the weekend when the traffic was bad I went with one 

of the soldiers who was stationed there permanently, and a local guy who 

had a small sailboat, and we used to sail across to Brooklyn, across The 

Narrows, across the mouth of the New York harbor. A couple of times I 

went home for the weekend like that. Once it was scary because one of 

those big passenger liners was coming in. You wouldnôt realize what a big 

wake those ships make for a little nineteen-foot Lightning sailboat. 

 In New York in the Fifties it was the height of the art world excitement. 

Jackson Pollock was coming on the scene, [Willem] de Kooning was 

emerging, and there were openings at the galleries. There was so much 

energy around that, so it was a wonderful time to be there and be 

relatively free. I officially went in one day a week, and I usually had 

weekends. 

Riess: Did you have to appear for the parade? 

Bender: Well, on the parade days, because I had done my job I could leave early in 

the morning once the set-up was in place before the parade started. 

Riess: Now when you think back about that, it does seem like you were a bit 

adrift, or not? How do you feel about all of this? I guess you didnôt have 

any choice at this point about your life. 

Bender: Well, at this point I knew I was going to get out of the army, and I had my 

thesis to finish at Harvard, so there was a beacon of that sort. And in the 

meantime, part of it was surviving in this strange military world. Once I 

got caught. I went to New York one weekday evening because there was a 

gallery opening and I had started back early in the morning in order to be 

back in time for the muster. Every morning at 6:30 we all had to be 

standing outside the barracks and be counted. I got caught in one of those 

Jersey fogs and I got back late, and I got demoted. I had been a corporal 

and I went back to PFC. [laughter]  

Riess: I would have thought you were essential for all this other stuff.  

Bender: Well, but there were two sides. There was a lot of resentment. I was 

caught between being a teacherôs pet where I worked, and the company 

commander, who was in charge of my military life, feeling there were 

these people who were not being real soldiers. 

Riess: After the experiences in Greenland and in basic training and everythingð

do you in retrospect have thoughts about gays in the military?  

Bender: Very little. In Greenland, there were maybe twenty people in there who 

were mostly engineers, but two or three accountant/bookkeepers. There 

was one man there, Walter, who was clearly a homosexual. And he took a 

lot of teasing. We shared a love of reading and exchanged books. I 

remember noticing the bullying, but nothing more than words that I could 
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see. What did make an impression is that there were no black people in 

Greenland until the Air Force brought in a black regimentðwith a white 

colonelðwho lived separate and were stevedores and laborers. And there 

were no women on the bases in the time I was in Greenland, until the first 

nurses arrived just before I left. 

In basic training there was someone who was an acting-out homosexual, 

and I was never sure how much of it was acting out to get out of the army. 

There were at least three people in the basic training company whose aim 

was to get out, and they kept going to sickbay claiming they had diseases, 

and this guy was being overtly homosexual. But I guess I was less 

sensitive to those things. I had been growing up with a lot of homosexuals, 

particularly as I, in high school, began to know the ñart crowdò within the 

group of people who were interested in art while I was in high school, and 

then those Iôd meet in galleries and things of that sort. But the experience 

in the military was notðI had none of that.  

Riess: All those men. It seems like a kind of hothouse. 

Bender: Well, there was all kinds of activity going on, but I never thought of that 

as homosexual. Maybe itôs like in prisons and things.  A lot of the energy 

came out in drinking and fights.  

Back at Fort Monmouth the high point of my military experience was 

when the colonel approached one of his pals at West Point about the idea 

that we would design and build the floats for army in the Army-Navy 

Game, and I got to be the head of the design team. I worked with a guy 

named Frank Faragasso, a great spirit who was a wonderful 

cartoonist/sign painter, who was one of the civilian workers, not one of 

the military. We were given the theme, or themes. The floats were to be 

about nursery rhymes, like Simple Simon Met a Lineman, and Fe-Fi-Fo-

Fum, I Smell the Blood of a Navymun. We were figuring out what they 

would be and how they would move, and we found we could borrowð

they were called half-tracks, bigger than a jeep and smaller than a tank, 

that could drive around the track that bounded the field. We were going to 

build these painted floats out of plywood to fit over the half-track, and we 

had to figure out how to get to Philadelphia, and then how to get through 

the gates, which had a certain height. 

Riess: And it was all very secret, too? 

Bender: Well, it was a secret, and it went from sketches toðwhen it came to the 

part to actually making them, they were not made in our regular place, but 

a piece of Fort Monmouth that was set aside for a group of carpenters to 

come in and make these things and shape them. And my role, along with 

two of the civilians, was to go to Philadelphia and to assemble them 

before the game. Frank and I, with the help of a company of cadets, made 

sure they got put together and worked. Some of them were too tall to go 

through the gate. One of them had a head. I remember we had to hinge it 

so it went back, and after it got through the gate weôd pull these ropes and 

it went up. I was specifically told in no way to wear my uniform or in any 
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way indicate that I was a soldier, and certainly not as low a soldier as I 

was. It would have been a disaster of the cadets we were using as laborers 

found out that I was a PFC. 

 But that was the biggest turning point in my life. I was in New York, the 

week before the Army-Navy Game, getting some of the last supplies for 

the floats, because we were using paints and things that were hard to get in 

the local store. And I was invited to dinner by a woman, a girl, and when I 

arrived I thought Iôll go to the dinner and then I could drive back at night. 

Riess: Do we need a little back story on your social life and love life before all 

this? 

Bender: Well, Iôm not sure how much of a back story there was. 

Riess: There wasnôt a significant other? 

Bender: Yes. There was oneðthere was one more significant than others.  

Riess: But you were free at this point. 

Bender: Yes, yes. Well, maybe I could sketch that at another point, because it goes 

back to someone I met as a teenager at childrenôs camp, and who is still 

one of my closest friends. 

Riess: Nice. 

Bender: She has lived in Paris for fifty-six years now, since somewhere when I 

went off to Greenland and she decided to go to France to study both 

French and philosophy. She married a Frenchman and has lived in France 

ever since. She divorcedðher original husband had two children who are 

the same age as my kids, and for a while they used to come to Long Island 

in the summer and stay not far from where we were, so my boys knew 

them. And we had other friends in common from that period who we had 

till justðtheyôre dying now. Anyway, she divorced her first husband and 

is married now to a really wonderful guy whoôs a movie 

director/producer. And they live on the Quai de lôHorloge which isðÎle 

de la Cité, right across the Pont Neuf facing the Paris side, not the Left 

Bank, on the sixth floor of a building that has had a building permit for an 

elevator for thirty years and it was finally installed the other day! 

Riess: Okay. I do not want to distract furtherðyou were invited to a dinner 

party. 

Bender: And I was surprised to find that it was not an intimate dinner, but a party 

and there were a lot of people there. And suddenly the door opened and I 

saw this woman with a man, and she seemed to be saying something to 

him. And I thought I sawð[gestures at pushing away].  

Well, it was Sue, and I later learned she was saying, ñI want to meet 

someone new!ò We met, and it was an ñenchanted evening.ò I may have 
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said that during those years it used to be fun to be able to get into the 

musicals on Broadway. After the first act when everyone came out on the 

street, you could go back in the theater with them and see the second act. 

So I had seen the South Pacific second act four times and heard, ñSome 

enchanted evening you will meet your true love.ò It was my enchanted 

evening! 

Anyway, we hit it off right away, and I remember saying, ñI would love to 

see you on the weekend, but I have to go to the Army-Navy Game.ò It was 

all quite surreal. And Sue said, ñI have cousins in Philadelphia and I can 

come down.ò So we agreed to meet in Philadelphia, where it sounded like 

her cousin ran some kind of an orphanage. She kept talking about all the 

children, but it turned out they just had a big and robust family. 

 At any rate, I went off to the Army-Navy Game, and as I say, it was the 

high point of my military career. Army was behind 14-0 at the end of the 

first half, and they came from behind, after our floats, to win 21-14. 

General Maxwell Taylor, who was the commanding officer of West Point, 

was so pleased that he gave a promotion to my commanding officer, and I 

in turn got what was called a meritorious promotion in the field. So I left 

the army as a corporal.  

Riess: When did you leave the army?  

Bender: I left the army a month later, just before Christmas in 1955. The army had 

a ruleðIôm not sure how I learned about it, maybe I noticed some people 

were going to be discharged early, that if you were a farmer you were 

allowed out a few months earlier to be in time to plant the spring crops. I 

arguedðI had to finish my thesis, and if I went back in January I could 

finish within the academic year. And it worked. By that time that the war 

was calming down, the Korean War had basically died down, although I 

did find when I finally got out of the army that I had a ribbon for serving 

in the Korean War. Actually, I was supposed to get out in January, but for 

the convenience of all the military people they wanted to process it before 

Christmas so they could go away, so I got out just before Christmas, and 

had some time in New York. 

 Sue and I got to know each other better. At that point Sue was teaching in 

New Rochelle High School. She had graduated from Radcliffe/Harvard in 

the Graduate School of Education and got a job teaching in New Rochelle 

High School. She was living with her parents in their apartment in the 

Bronx, and since she couldnôt drive, her father would drive her up to New 

Rochelle and drop her off at the school, and then drive to the train and go 

down to his work with his brothers in the garment district. They had a 

company that produced negligees, which they called brunch coats at the 

time. Then when I went back to Harvard I would come down weekends. 

Occasionally she came up. She still had a lot of friends there, and I had a 

certain reputation with her friends because I was Paul Benderôs brother, 

who at that point had just graduated, but he had been at the Law Review 

and was clerking for Judge Learned Hand. 
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Riess: Let me pursue a question about your experience in design. You said the 

house that you did in Princeton Junction was your first house. 

Bender: Yes, well, that and Pete Seegerôs log cabin which I canôt really claim. And 

actually, in neither one of them did I do much of the detailing; in both 

cases I made what we would call schematics and didnôt do very much of 

the detail. Iôd learned a lot about myself as a designer at the Graduate 

School of Design, that my skill is more in putting together, adapting, 

reworking ideas rather than drafting or detailing designs. Iôm more 

interested in figuring out an innovative strategy or program for a building 

or plan than in designing an original form.  

Riess: Do you attribute that to not having been in the basic design classes that 

first year? 

Bender: No, I think it may haveðat various points Iôve thought it was a weakness, 

that I had a weakness of that sort. At other points, I realized that I wasnôt 

recognizing a strength, and it goes back to my original hero, Dankmar 

Adler rather than Louis Sullivan, and the way of Abramovitz and 

Harrison. So somewhere along the line, in school, I realized that I worked 

better in collaboration, I worked better at bringing ideas and being part of 

making them work. I ended up working in teams, very often, where I 

brought conceptual ideas but wasnôt the best person to draw them up. 

Riess: And thatôs a real skill, working collaboratively, using your critical 

faculties without offending. 

Bender: Well, itôs been the skill that Iôve developed. Most of my work today is 

with architectural planning or consultant firms, with people who do a lot 

of what they do, specialize and do the kinds of buildings they specialize in 

over and over, and get much better at that than someone who is doing their 

first office tower or New York apartment house, but I bring an ability to 

see it in a different way, put it together in a different way, and often to 

bring a group together who didnôt think they were a group, or wouldnôt be 

a group. So in architectural school, I found that I could join two or three of 

my colleagues on a project.  

[Tape 7: Side B] 

Bender: Today institutions or business people come to me for one thing and get 

another. They tend to come because of my experience in the last thing Iôve 

done. And the last thing Iôve done very often suggests that they shouldnôt 

do what theyôre going to do. In later years I had a slide that I loved to 

show thatôs my favorite project that came out of the campus plan for the 

University of California at Santa Cruz that we redid in the early nineties, 

and itôs a picture of an oak tree which would have been a parking garage if 

we hadnôt developed a strategy to reduce the use of cars. In many cases, 

what comes out of it is a suggestion to do something other than what they 

thought they were doing or thought they were going to do. In some cases, 

nobodyôs interested. But in most cases it has been interesting to do that. 
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 At Harvard the thesis I did was the first time I took on a big design project 

that also incorporated a lot of technological things and also began to look 

at some of the urban issues around an architecture project. The idea was to 

do an apartment house using high-tech airplane manufacturing technology 

that could be prefabricated and suspended from a truss on top, in order to 

not have very much building on the ground floor, and open the view 

through. It was for a site in Brooklyn Heights, a row of old buildings that 

were going to be demolished. If you did it the right way, you could walk 

along the street and see the harbor through this urban design proposal. The 

thesis was a great hit. It was the beginning of understanding how many of 

the things that are great hits are exercises in ideas but maybe not the right 

thing to be doing. 

Riess: At the time?  

Bender: To this day thereôs hardly a year goes by that someoneôs not proposing a 

new way to either hang things from buildings or prefabricate houses, 

where more and more the real issue is how you make something come up 

fromðgrow out ofðthe place rather than make something remotely and 

bring it in. The problem has never been to build the house, but how the 

house gets built, and who builds it and how it fits the neighborhood and 

the people, and how it has a life afterwards. And from the concrete 

Schokbeton things in Greenland to my stamped-out metal pieces that 

made this to [Moshe] Safdieôs Habitatðthe fact is once theyôre there, 

theyôre very hard to change and theyôre very hard to add to. It is very hard 

to make something that will evolve over time. 

 And so my interest has become more and more not to design a picture of 

what somethingôs going to be at the end, but how itôs going to grow. The 

idea is to breath life into a place. In effect, my own work has become 

more like landscape architecture, where you plant something knowing 

what the soil is like and what the climate and the light is like, and you 

know that an apple tree will be different from a lemon tree, but you canôt 

sketch what the tree is going to look like. And also, where youôre 

interested in both how it looks at first but also where itôs going to be in 

twenty years. And much of the planning that we were doing and being 

taught to do was about what it looks like. In fact, in my early days of 

practice you very often photographed it as quick as you could, so you got 

it ñjust right,ò before people moved in! More and more, my approach to 

design has become about how you make something that evolves and 

changes, different tenants, different people. 

 Jumping way aheadðthe house we built on Long Island was built with 

local contractors, where I built half of it and they built half, and it won 

prizes and it got published. Eventually, almost thirty years after we moved 

to California we decided to sell it. The woman who bought it [Anita 

Calero] was in love with it. We had been living three thousand miles 

away, and it was in bad shape at that point, and she decided to restore it. 

She changed it a lot, but she took it back to what it was meant to be and 

where it was going to go. I hadnôt even known this was going on till we 

saw pictures in Martha Stewartôs magazine. Anita, the owner, is a 
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photographer, and she published eight pages in Martha Stewartôs 

magazine showing the house, evolved as it might have evolved if weôd 

lived there year round. 

Riess: Is that possible? It had a kind of inevitability youôre saying?  

Bender: Well, itôs not an inevitability, but you can see intentions and you can feel 

a spirit which you want to build onto, and you want to support it and take 

it your own way and take it to the next step. The projects that Iôve worked 

on that I appreciate the most have had that kind of life. 

Riess: I think the idea of your thesis sounds fascinating, I can see why it was a 

hit, but what about that system made any sense to you? 

Bender: It was the idea that you could take the technologies that were so successful 

in automobiles and airplanes and things of that nature and apply them to 

building houses. In the next decade or so that became a national idea, 

when HUD was started and Governor [George W.] Romney took over, 

who had been head of Studebaker before that. He started Operation 

Breakthrough, for which I was a consultant. The idea, his expression, was 

to ñturn industry loose on the housing problem.ò His model was building 

carsðevery thirty seconds they were coming off the production line.  

In a way, the success of Operation Breakthrough was that we learned that 

the building process is much more complex, rich, than having a house 

come out of a factory every thirty seconds. I was coming to understand 

that the track I was on was not technically where I wanted to go. So while 

I was fascinated with all these industrial processes, the idea of making a 

house in a factory became less and less interesting. In the same way, I 

continue to be fascinated with what you can do in a factory, and I continue 

to be fascinated with how you make homes, but the idea that making 

houses in a factory was making homes became more questionable to me. 

Riess: Youôre using these two different words: house and home.  

Bender: And that became a really important thing. Homeðwell, I was working on 

housing. At one point I looked and discovered that housingðI couldnôt 

find housing in dictionaries before 1900 or so. People built homes, and 

dwelling and living were all a part of the process. And we were turning it 

into a product that you made for someone else. Some of that has to be in 

the way we are living, but more and more it became interesting to look at 

how home-making, dwelling could be more of the process. We began to 

understand that dwelling is a verb.  

The bulk of the building was the building, the stones or bricks, the roof 

and foundations. There was no heating, ventilation, electric, etc., and the 

structural engineer was the main person responsible for safety. In terms of 

licensing, a structural engineer could sign architectural plans for anything, 

because thatôs basically what a building was, a structure. But then as the 

years go on, that physical building becomes less and less of the cost, 

complexity and use of a building. The way we have been building, from 
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acquiring the land, infrastructure, finishing, permits, as well as structure, 

we add enormous cost and constraints on the house. 

 At one point, some years back, I realized that the mechanical systems, the 

heating, ventilating, air-conditioning, were creeping up to be equal in cost 

to the structural system. Now in buildings, especially laboratories, 

hospitals, medical, but even houses, the cost of the much more transient 

systems gets to be a bigger part of the building than the structural. It also 

changes at a different rate. In a house, for example, consider the washing 

machine. You get a thirty-year mortgage on the house, and it includes a 

washing machine thatôs got a five-year guarantee. And how many washing 

machines will you be paying off while youôre still paying off the mortgage 

for your building? Itôs crazy to have that washing machine in the 

mortgage. Today there are many other transient features built in, wiring 

for a sound system, phone wires, and the wireless things that replaced the 

wiring.  The foundation of the house will last more than a hundred years. 

The roof is ñbondedò for twenty-five, the carpet may last for ten, and the 

new IT system changes every two years! Where does the utility 

companyôs ownership of the pipes, wires, end and the homeownerôs 

begin? These things have all been changing, ad hoc, but no one is 

rethinking how all of this should be dealt with. 

 This morning there was a PBS program about students moving in at 

Boston College, and how the streets were lined with U-Hauls, and they 

said you couldnôt tell what was moving in and what was trash on the 

streets, because the old students had left so much junk behind and the new 

students were bringing just as much in. I was thinking, I arrived in Boston 

with a suitcase, and I came by train from New York. But also, I didnôt 

have anything and I didnôt need anything. 

 In the same way, when I first started an office the only capital investment 

wasðI had my slide rule, which at that point seemed like it was awfully 

expensive. It was twenty-two dollars because it was a fancy slide rule, a 

Log Log Decitrig. Eventually I bought aðnot a computing machine, it 

was really like an adding machine, but it could do a little bit of 

multiplying. It looked like a typewriter and it sounded like a machine gun 

when it did its calculations [Marchant Calculator].  

When Michael was in high school I bought him one of the first HP 

calculators, and suddenly this little thing that looked like a pack of 

cigarettes was doing square roots of giant numbers and multiplyingðall 

of the things we learned in surveying were basically how to do the 

calculations, because they had so many numbers and you had to use 

logarithms and things, and suddenly you could do this with a little pocket 

calculator, but you had to invest, at that point, three hundred dollars, and 

that was a termôs tuition for me at school.  

Riess: And it implies something about the loss of your control of information?  

Bender: Well, in some ways it gets better. When weðweôll talk more about 

building the house on Long Island, but what we did was buy twenty acres 
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finally, and we divided it up. Well, that sounds easy. How do you divide 

up twenty acres? I was a surveyor, so I knew how to do it, theoretically, 

but it took me a long time to get the property lines right, to figure the 

acreages, to have it all come out. You go around figuring all the angles 

and when you come back youôre supposed to come back to the same 

point, and if you miss by just a fraction of a foot, that means thereôs an 

error in there and you have to go back. If I had had the calculator, I could 

have done in a day what took me probably two months of nights doing it. 

On the other hand, the calculator probably cost what I made in two 

months! 

Riess: But not for long did it cost that much. 

Bender: No, then it goes down and then you become dependent on it. In some 

ways I donôt know that you lose very much by not having books of 

logarithms to study to do that. 

 I donôt know where this belongs in the sequence of things, but when I 

came to Berkeley, one of the things I was supposed to be doing was 

bringing into the structure and production area of teaching the new 

systems approaches and systems building. The City Planning Department 

in the College of Environmental Design was pushing the rest of the 

college to eliminate the old design department, where they did things like 

glass blowing, and saying what we need is more people to do systems. Joe 

[Esherick] was particularly fascinated with [C. West] Churchman, who 

was writing about systems. And Horst Rittel was invited from Germany 

into the College of Environmental Design because he had another way of 

looking at systems.  

At that point one of theðI think weôre probably getting ahead of it at this 

point, although, well, letôs just do a little more. When I came, largely 

through Joeôs interests, because Joe had a lot of interests and he followed 

them with an energy and a passion that really enriched the school, there 

were a lot of new faculty and new ideas, and very often no one knew what 

to do with them once they came here. 

Riess: Didnôt know what to do with the people? 

Bender: Or where they would go, how they would come together in the school or 

in building. Horst Rittel came here, a really interesting man, very smart, 

very thoughtful, very abstract, who was fond of posing problems. In fact, 

one of the things he talked about is there were such things as wicked 

problems, as he called them. A wicked problem was something 

everybodyðI may not be doing it justice, but every generation works on 

them, and theyôre problems that you just donôt solve. Between him and 

Churchman, and then people were coming inðone of the areas of study 

which [Gerald] McCue decided on was design methods. Rittel and others 

were looking at, and organizing all these people who were arriving in the 

build-up of the school, analyzing what are the systems, what works, how 

do you measure things?  
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Riess: Say that again. 

Bender: It was trying to look at problems where things seemed stuck and solve the 

problems in more creative ways. 

Riess: Using what you called systems. 

Bender: By stepping back and seeing how they were parts of larger systems, using 

these new tools of a systems approach. 

Riess: The idea of the wicked problemðit sounds a bit Zen. 

Bender: Well, it was Zen coming from a German trained in math and physics, who 

again was one of those people whoðwell, he had higher education, some 

of it in philosophy, but one of the problems when he came to UC is he 

didnôt have a degree. Heôd never received his PhD, because in Germany 

you go with a major advisor through the PhD, and the professor who was 

his PhD advisor died and Rittel never went back to finish under someone 

else. (This is out of place here, but I keep thinking of things!) I got 

involved with things I had to do to try to get people appointed, when they 

didnôt have the usual credentials. 

Riess: Yes, the deanôs job. 

Bender: But he was a very stimulating guy, and at the same timeðhe [Rittel] was 

in one area, and Christopher Alexander was doing in a way the same thing 

in a completely different way. And Ezra Ehrenkrantz and the Building 

Systems group at school. Along with Building Systems Development, 

SCSD and even the Building Research Center at the National Bureau of 

Standards were nationally known for doing that. 

It all comes back to the switch from how we were building. The physical 

buildings, the great Gothic cathedrals down to office buildings, were 

almost all about the structure. The structure was most of it, no electric, 

little plumbing or heating or cooling. And now they are muchðif you 

build a science building now or a hospital, you have to basically pay the 

cost of construction every four years just for renewing the equipment. We 

found decisions were made on the basis of first cost with little care or 

understanding of lifetime costs. 

Riess: Surely people must be anticipating that, so there are more universal jacks 

and so on. 

Bender: Well, everyone tries to anticipate it, but on one level, universal jacks donôt 

work. As youôve seen with your tape recorders and everything, each round 

has a different set of jacks. All those big office buildings in San Francisco 

and New York were built so the partitions could be moved easily, but it 

turned out it was easier to smash up concrete block and on weekends 

haveðI donôt know that they were migrant laborers, but cheap labor come 

in and put up new block walls than to pay for moveable partitions. 
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Riess: This makes me askðduring this conversation Iôve been thinking, where 

and when did the term planned obsolescence arise?  

Bender: Iôm not sure who invented it, maybe it was discovered. I knowðagain, in 

practice I would see that the tax law encouraged you to make a building 

that could be torn down quickly. In order to spur development, you were 

allowed to take a depreciation at such a high rate that theoretically the 

building was worth zero at the end of ten years, at one point. 

Riess: Ten years?  

Bender: Well, like with some kinds of buildings. I remember with hotels, the 

different hotels, I was confused when I was working on the Sheraton 

Hotel at the Prudential Center in Boston, why we were having meetings 

with the Hilton people as well as the Sheraton people. And it turned out 

they would depreciate the hotel down and then sell it to Hilton. And 

Hilton would then depreciate it down and sell it to the Hotel Corporation 

of America. You may wonder why over the yearsðthose rules have 

changed now, but the hotels used to change names that way. And office 

buildings were doing the same thing. Someone would run an office 

building until they took the depreciation, and then sell it to someone who 

then took the depreciation out of it, and at some point you could take the 

building away and make a bigger one and then start the game all over 

again. 

 But all of these were lessons in how the things that we thought we knew 

were not what was controlling it, just as when I started more in 

engineering because I was interesting in housing and building, I saw that 

structure is not what it was about. It became clear that the architect was 

making the decisions, so I followed it to architecture. And then, even 

more, it seemed clear city planners were making the decisions. And then 

the planning turns out not to be necessarily the planning agency or the 

people who study city planning, but the developers, the bankers, the 

investors. 

Riess: Well, that could make you cynical, couldnôt it?  

Bender: Well, it can make you cynical, or it can make you at least know how to 

use the system. And I think the successful people doing good buildings 

today have mastered more than just the tools an architectural school 

traditionally taught. At any rate, for me it turned out that I wanted to teach 

in places and in ways that touched those who make and live with the 

decisions.  

 When I was teaching at Cooper Union we were right in the middle of New 

York, and thereôs so much going on, so it was fun to bring people in to sit 

around the table. The classes were small and weôd have these wonderful 

discussions with people who would love to come and talk. One of our 

neighbors was Margaret Mead, who lived down the street. Buckminster 

Fuller came once to talk. But my favorite visitor was Dan Rose. Daniel 

Rose and his brothers were the partners running Rose Associates, one of 
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the biggest and best family builder developer companies, like TishmanðI 

forget some of the other names now. Dan used to love to come to talk to 

this group. Cooper was known as a great design school, and they were 

really good students, and he knew he was coming to people who would 

say, ñOh, a developer,ò so Dan would say, ñIôm going to show you a 

beautiful building,ò and they would look at him in a strange way, and out 

he would take, not drawings, but a balance sheet. And he would say, 

ñLook at thatðI did this, and we got this, and now look at that balance 

sheet! Isnôt that beautiful?ò And then he would provoke them more. At 

one point I think he said, ñEmery Roth,ò who was one of the really 

commercial architects for doing apartment houses, ñEmery Roth is my 

Frank Lloyd Wright.ò  

Dan would trigger marvelous discussions as he would talk to the students 

about understanding what the federal subsidies were, what FHA would 

allow, what the bank will lend. Theyôre all part of what you have to have 

in you some way.  

[Tape 6: Side B]  

 The Rose family have been very special friends, and an inspiration, and 

they will come up again later in the story. First there was David, an uncle 

who brought in their father in the twenties, and then the three brothersð

Fred was the oldest, and Dan, and Elihu. They are one of the great 

philanthropic forces in New York. The [Hayden] Planetarium is now 

called the Frederick [P.] Rose PlanetariumðFred was chairman of the 

board of the Museum of Natural History. In the new Time Warner 

Building is the Rose Jazz Center, and thereôs a Rose dance building in 

Lincoln Center. Our friends Dan and his wife Joanna are active in 

everything, from the Partisan Review and quilt collecting and 

preservation, to education, from elementary schools in Harlem, to 

Swarthmore and Yale. Dan loves to talk about the interconnection of the 

world and the lessons of Greek philosophers. 

Bender: [interruption in recording] The issue I want to really talk about is that 

developers were basically putting up a project in which before the first 

house was built they had invested a lot of money in the sites, in the 

sewers, in the water supply, in interest payments during a long permit 

process before the first house was made. And then in the first house they 

were buying refrigerators and hot water heaters and light fixtures and 

many other things. Each of those has a different lifespan. The foundations 

of the house can maybe last for five hundred years, the roof would maybe 

be bonded for twenty-five years, and the refrigerator would have a five-

year guarantee. And then theyôre all lumped together in a thirty-year 

mortgage. You are paying interest on that refrigerator years after it has 

been replaced. And meanwhile, the house is going to be changing. 

 And so one of the ideas was to begin to take some of that apart and look at 

a way to put it back in a different way. In low-income housing, in projects 

on the East Side of Manhattan, Stuyvesant Town or in Lower East Side, 

we were building almost the same apartment that we built on Sutton 
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Placeðand the prices were different based on subsidies, or the land, or the 

fact that we didnôt put doors on the closets of the low-income housing and 

fixtures were different. But the concept of the house was very much the 

same. On the other hand, if we gave people a choice, to move into a 

bigger apartment in low-income housing that wasnôt quite as finished, and 

the possibility to finish it over time or put some of their own work into 

itðmaybe that was a different way to do it. 

 At the same time, at the top of the scale, the richest people could do that. 

People were beginning to take over a loft, and if you were rich enough 

you could then custom make it. The loft may have had a mortgage on it 

but the interior didnôt have a mortgage on it. And you werenôt saddled 

with such long-termðat any rate, I began to see that design could be 

about different things than what we were drawing. I wasðwe were 

beginning to understand that there are other ways to do all of this. 

Riess: Much harder. 

Bender: Much more complex, much more interesting in some ways, much more 

interesting than to make something in a factory rather than on the site. 

Riess: We were talking about your thesis. 

Bender: As I was finishing the thesis I was thinking back on some of what I saw in 

the army: those guys working with me in the army, they were all fixing 

their own houses. There was no Home Depot then, but I would seeð 

When I wrote A Crack in the Rear View Mirror, what I was saying was 

that while we are looking for the answer in the General Motors factory, it 

may be more in Home Depot. Everything you buy in Home Depot is 

manufactured in a factory and gets better and better. So maybe you donôt 

want to manufacture the house, but make a home out of manufactured 

pieces. Somewhere along the way I began to understand that the most 

important housing technologies to come out of WWII were plywood, the 

skill-saw, and water-based paint. 

 Anyway, it didnôt happen all at once, because as I went on I kept finding it 

was more interesting to take a different route than to concentrate on 

designing the house as an object, or the building as an object. It was a 

wonderful time for me because I had the years away from school to bring 

back experience, and I met another group of people there and we were 

working in a different way. I was with people finishing their masterôs 

thesis, although mine was a bachelorôs thesis because they changed the 

name of it in the middle, but there was a masterôs class where Sert was 

then teaching more advanced people, and because I did some work for 

Sert I would start to hang out with them. 

Riess: You did some work for Sert? 

Bender: Well, when I was at school originally I was doing part-time work first for 

Gropius. When I came back to Harvard in 1956 I did some work for Sert, 

in his officeðI called it moonlighting. There I met [Fumihiko] Maki, who 
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has become a lifelong friend, and Dolf Schnebli from Switzerland, a very 

special friend who died last year. We worked nights together drawing 

palm trees in front of a building for the US embassy in Baghdad that never 

got built, which was very similar to the building for the presidential palace 

in Havana that Sert did with Paul Lester Wiener. It was an opportunity to 

meet people who were coming with different ideas, fellow students who 

had graduated and been out in the world for a while. They came back 

originally to spend a year with Gropius and then Sert took it over. It was 

like ñpolishing,ò a finishing school for architects.  I wasnôt in that class 

but it was all in one building, and youôd go from room to room and get to 

know them. 

 Two other thingsðduring that spring Sue and I decided to get married, 

and we pretty much decided we were going to live abroad. That spring 

Sert made a party for the graduating students and he invited everyone in 

New York to the house heôd built in Lattingtown [Harbor] Estates on 

Long Island, where I had seen him when I was a high school student when 

I used to visit my friend Barbara, who was at the Friends Academy in 

Locust Valley. I met Sert when he would come to see this carriage house 

being built, and then I had visited Sert in his office over the years. 

 And so Sue and I went to this formal, black-tie dinner in his carriage 

house on Long Island with our fellow graduates. And itðin some ways it 

felt like the beginning of a new world. I was wearing a rented tuxedo, I 

guess. And it was a very nice party, and around 11 oôclock at night we all 

very politely started to say good night, and suddenly the door burst open, 

and I just remember it as an excitementðin came a group of Sertôs old 

friendsðPaul Wiener and Ingeborg, his wife, and Ernesto Rogers, the 

uncle of Richard [G.] Rogers. 

Riess: Richard Rogers, the architect Rogers. 

Bender: Yes. Ernesto was an architect also, and [Enrico] Peressutti, one of his 

partners, they were just doing a building in Milan [Torre Velasca] which 

everyone was looking at, and they were teaching at Princeton. And there 

were a few other of those, who I would now think of as the CIAM people, 

the Europeans who came in with a burst of life and energy. We were all so 

formal, and suddenly they were dancing the tango and they were drinking, 

and it was like a peek into another world. 

 And it became the world, because it even more made it clear to me that I 

wanted to go to Europeðprobably for the wrong reasons. All of the stuff 

that I was interested in was in Europe, from the old cities to Corbusier, 

Picasso, and so we went to Europe at just the time when all of the 

interesting things were happening in New York. Picasso was there and we 

saw Klee exhibits, but the real art breakthrough was in New York at that 

time, in the late fifties and the early sixties in architecture. We saw the 

interesting buildings that Corbusier did, but what was happening in the 

United States in some ways was more interestingðwe were not seeing 

how important it was.  
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 On the other hand, I had started to discover the old, and in our Gropius 

days at Harvard they didnôt believe in history, so you learned backwards. I 

learned history of architecture starting from the present and back to the 

thirties and twenties, and going backwards. In Europe, I began to 

appreciate the past. My classes at Harvard with Dean Joseph Hudnut had 

shown some of that, but it seemed abstract and far away. But when you 

began to live in and feel the richness of those old buildings and walls, and 

that the art that was built into those buildings and cities in a more integral 

wayðthe way cities were built and came aboutðit was transforming. We 

learned how Haussmann made a plan by opening Paris up, but we 

experienced how cities that had grown organically came about, and how 

they were different in the south when we traveled. 

Riess: And this was not something anyone was talking about in your classes? 

Bender: Everyone was talking about the new. What I found out later, and 

particularly just recently talking to Maki and Dolf Schnebli and other 

contemporaries of mine, they were making the same discoveries. Each of 

them had a different kind of fellowship and went out in the world, and 

they got carried away when they started to move to the south, and through 

the Middle East, and saw whole cities that evolved and were so in tune 

with nature, or North Africa, or the Greek Islands. And as you went north, 

you saw cities evolved in different ways, how churches changed with the 

light, that the windows were small in Italy and they got bigger and bigger 

as you went north to let the light in. And more interesting, now that I look 

back, we were making personal discoveries and transitions, marrying and 

building lives very different from those of our parents and families. Dolf 

died last year, but I see Maki each time I go to Japan. Now he comes here 

more and we talk, and as we read recent biographies we realize we were 

making these discoveries and we realize Corbusier and many others made 

these voyages of discovery. What Iôm trying to say is, once again, I found 

something different than what I went to look for.  

Anyway, Sue and I were sure we were going to go somewhere, and I was 

asking about a job here, a job there. It got to the point where one day I met 

Sue for dinner and I said, ñHow would you like to go to Karachi?ò I was 

thinking of an Indian restaurant in New Yorkðand she said, ñWell, weôll 

have to get a lot of shots, but why not?ò [laughter]  

A day or so after that I met with Professor Werner Moser. Werner Moser 

was a Swiss architect, a professor at the ETH, and one of the founders of 

CIAM. He had also been one of Frank Lloyd Wrightôs first three 

apprentices at Taliesin. Moser was a visiting professor at the Graduate 

School of Design that year and had offered to be one of my advisors. 

When I spoke to him about my plan to work abroad he said, ñIf you want 

to come to Europe, you could work for my partner who is doing a nuclear 

research center in Geneva, he could use you for your technical 

background.ò  

We had decided to get married, the wedding was in August, and after 

much family trauma, and some additional trauma when the Andrea Doria 
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sank on the way into New York a month before, we had a small wedding 

in Manhattan and the reception was on the Andrea Doriaôs sister ship 

Cristoforo Colombo and we sailed off and left everyone on the dock. 

Riess: The family would have liked a larger and more traditional thing? 

Bender: Sueôs father was dreaming about the Essex House. We found out later that 

after we sailed he took everybody to the Tavern on the Green. For us it 

was the beginning of a wonderful adventure, an exciting step into a world 

we did not know, a life we could build together, and a very long 

honeymoon! 

Riess: That is such a lovely picture of the Sert party, the people, the world 

bursting in. Is it just kind of a metaphor? Did you really talk to those 

people the night of that party? 

Bender: I knew one or two of them, and we talked to them. We were awedðin a 

way it was like stepping into a foreign film. And at the very least I 

experienced how much I wanted to be part of that world. (Back in New 

York last week I meet one of the students from the first classes I taught at 

Cooper Union. He spoke about coming to our apartment in Greenwich 

Village with his classmates and some of our friends. ñYou were like Nick 

and Nora Charles,ò he said. ñIt all felt so sophisticated, like the world we 

were looking for.ò)  

When I went to Harvard I felt it was a great opportunity, and I found in 

many ways I was trying to be Harvard. What I was seeing that night at 

Sertôs party was beyond that. There was more freedom in a more fully 

lived life than being narrowly focused at school. Most of my classmates, 

and almost all of Sueôs colleagues, classmates, friends, at the point where 

we started to move out and away from things, they were moving back into 

what was their familiesðthey married, they took regular jobs. While we 

were living in Europe we would get letters from friends who talked about 

their apartments, and their furniture. It was a different world for us; 

looking back, ours was a kind of ñuniversity without walls.ò 

 I can talk about Switzerland, to give you an idea. Not only were we, but 

the world was changing. When we first arrivedðthe Swiss took a two-

hour lunch hour and worked half a day on Saturday, and since our office 

was less traditional than most, after a month or so I proposed that I would 

take a one-hour lunch hour and wouldnôt work on Saturday so Sue and I 

could take trips. And in the short time we were in Switzerland, everyone 

went to a one-hour lunch hour, not just in our office. When we first came 

there were only restaurants, and then Migros [market] put in a cafeteria, 

because it was catering to people who were looking to have a faster lunch.  

 Our first experience when we arrived in Zurich, Rudi Steiger [Dr. 

Rudolph Steiger], the Steiger who was the partner we were going to work 

with, invited us to lunch at the Kronenhalle, which was and is the Zurich 

restaurant. We sat in this old wooden-paneled restaurant with paintings by 

Klee and Matisse on the walls, and we started lunch about twelve-thirty or 
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one, and we were there till four. In this place, this atmosphere, he was 

telling us his dreams and his picture of the world, and what this project for 

a nuclear research center meant to him. He spoke about how it was much 

more than the building, it was how the whole world was changing, and 

how the new world could be. And he was drawing on the tablecloth. Like 

at the party, we felt weôd stepped through a mirror to find a world we had 

been dreaming of. 

Riess: Itôs so interesting that you had to go there to get that. 

Bender: I might have been able to find it here. For a while I thought, maybe if it 

had been ten years earlier, New York would still have been more open. 

Now I know that one way or another you have to go, you have to get lost 

before you can find yourself. 
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Interview 5: September 14 

 

Tape 8: Side A]  

 

Riess: Iôm struck by a phrase in your notes, ñInventing a life together.ò That self-

consciousnessðwas it of the time? Or particular to you two as a couple? 

Bender: Well, Iôm not sure that we thought of it as ñinventingò at the time. It was 

more discovering, maybe. But I keep coming back to it as I look back, in 

that so much was changing at the time. In a sense, we both of us came out 

of boxes, worlds that seemed very closed but also very natural, maybe 

more like terrariums. You would do this and you would do this and then 

you would do this, and this was possible and this was not possible. And 

suddenly we came out and found things were more possible. But also, 

everything was shifting, the world was changing, and so many of the 

things which we thought were solid were going away. Some were 

opportunities that were opening up and some things that were 

disappearing.  

Riess: Whatôs an example of something disappearing? 

Bender: Well, some of the traditional ways things were being done. When I was at 

school and I first was looking for intern jobs during the summer, I 

remember I had an interview with Gordon Bunshaft at SOM, and I 

thought he was very special and what they were doing was very special. I 

walked intoðI donôt know what floor it was in an office building in New 

York, and I saw a whole floor of men in white shirts sitting at desks.  

Riess: At their drafting tables? 

Bender: At their drafting tables. And at the head there was a desk and someone 

who was a kind of clerk. A phone call came in and he looked on a seating 

chart, and he saw where the person was and he pushed the button to get 

the call to him. While I was standing there and looking, someone came 

and took me to talk to Gordon Bunshaft. And I said, ñI donôt want to work 

here.ò  

Riess: Itôs The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit culture? 

Bender: No, wellðit sort of was, but even more restrictive in a way. It was a 

factory at a time when things were moving past factories.  

 Part of what I want to talk about today when we get to talk about New 

York is that I started out looking for an office to work in, and then I 

realized that was not for me. And that I wantedðI didnôt put it that way 

thenðwhat I wanted was a studio. Iôm not an artist in the sense of a 

painter or a sculptor, but Iôm an artist in the way I work and prosper. It is a 

way of working thatôs less linear and more dispersed and also more 

diverse. Itôs how I think of working in a studio. And again, in that SOM 

office, everyone was doing something and the next day they did the same 

thing, a different piece of it. 
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Riess: That is the factory, isnôt it? 

Bender: That is the factory. And in fact what still bothers me at the university [UC 

Berkeley] is something I wasnôt able to change deep down. I was able to 

move to make it more flexible, the strict hours, divisions, linearity, but a 

lot of itôs still the factory. The school system evolved from the one-room 

schoolhouse where all the ages, grades, subjects were together. It was less 

a factory than the industrial model that emerged. Lectures with five 

hundred people in a room, learning divided into specialties, departments, 

levels. Everything changed to be a factory. We used to build houses and 

make homes, and then housing became a product. Iôve talked about that. 

But the product involved factories. My interest was following that and 

trying to put that factory system to work, and I was learning that that 

didnôt make sense for me. And one of the things I realized only when I 

found other people writing about itðEdward de Bono talks about lateral 

thinking. Itôs that when you come to something difficult you donôt keep 

bumping your head on it to try to get to the other side of it but just try to 

see, is there another route? Is there another way to look at it? And what I 

was finding is that when everything is changing itôs a perfect time for 

someone who thinks that way.  

The other analogy I love to use is the optical illusion we talked about 

earlier. You know, youôre trying to make the thing a star and suddenly you 

seeðwow, that could be three cubes. That possibility is out there if you 

see it in a different way and figure out how to make the other way work. 

And if you ask what Iôm proud of as a skill, or my creativity, itôs 

somehow saying, ñLetôs see where thereôs another way to look at this.ò 

And that other way is always that itôs in a bigger context than everyoneôs 

looking at. SOMðthis is not putting down SOM, but itôs about that room 

that had all those white shirts. I still admire SOM as a firm, and theyôve 

evolved. But if  everything remains structured, and things are seen in 

boxes, it is very hard to ask the questions about, ñLetôs see.ò I realized I 

wanted to be in a place where I could ask the bigger questions.  

I went to engineering school because I wanted to work on housing, and I 

startedðI was working on the cutting edge of the new concrete 

construction and I said, well, Iôm starting out assuming the answerôs an 

apartment house because some architect has decided that, and I need to get 

closer to those decisions. And so I started to move toward more of a focus 

on architecture. And as I moved farther into that a larger set of planning 

concerns emerged, and again, I found Iôm not going to be able to solve 

this problem if I stick with architecture, because there are issues about 

planning and landscape architecture, and unless Iôm in a position where I 

can deal with all of those and understand all of those, I canôt make my 

kind of contribution. 

Riess: So then itôs very important who you ally yourself with, and where you 

find your cohort to do this. 

Bender: Right, right. And a lot of this was the discovery I made after we came 

back from Europe.  
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Riess: Now, back to our chronology. Why Switzerland?  

Bender: I have to say, probably the biggest reason I went was because I couldnôt 

go to Paris or Rome. In those days you couldnôt get a work permit, and 

there was very little work going on. And Switzerland was the heart of 

CIAM. In some ways, it was founded in Switzerland, and there was a lot 

of both thinking about modern architecture, the International Style and the 

issues around that, and what was going on in Switzerland. Most of all I 

went because I had met many of the Bauhaus and CIAM people at 

Harvard and one of them, Werner Moser, had invited me. 

Riess: Had you been reading about this? 

Bender: Well, yesðCIAM was founded in the thirties, actually at a castle, 

[Chateau de] la Saraz, I think itôs called, in Switzerland, by a group that 

included Walter Gropius and Corbusier. And so, in my early attraction to 

Corbusier and my studies with Gropius, I had read everything and knew 

so much about CIAM. And to me it was interesting because here was a 

group of architects who were looking at something bigger than 

architecture. They didnôt talk much about buildings at CIAM meetings. 

They talked about town planning, and they talked about issues which had 

been lost for a while, maybe not talked about by anybody, because when a 

Pope said, ñPut a road through,ò or Baron Haussmann was planning Paris, 

nobody was talking about the people who lived along the way. 

 The CIAM people had been accused later of being more formal, more 

technical or narrow than they should have been, but they talked about 

recreation; they talked about culture; they talked about housing for poor 

people; they talked about a landscape; they talked about transportationð

and they talked about transportation in a richer way. Corbusier and Sert 

both talked about the ñseven routesò or ñseven levelsò of travel, beginning 

when you walked down the hall from your apartment to the stair or 

elevator to the local street, to bigger and bigger streets and highways, and 

trying to understand that. Sert fascinated me, in the first time I heard him 

lecture, talking about how you build a neighborhood. 

[Tape 8: Side B] 

Bender:  Sert talked and wrote about how there was the ñradius of the family,ò 

where you hugged or embraced, and the ñradius of the handshake.ò He 

talked about European people and how when they meet their friends each 

morning theyôll always shake hands. There was the radius of, ñHello, Mr. 

So-and So.ò He called it the ñradius of the nod,ò when you were walking 

in the neighborhood, you know someone well enough so you nod. He was 

defining the way to look at a community. He taught us to think about the 

distance a child could walk to nursery school, how far old people could go 

to the store. 

 For me this was much more interesting. Iôd been growing up in New York 

with Robert Moses, with super highways, and I loved the parks and Jones 

Beach and all that, but I was understanding, coming from the other side of 



124 

the optical illusion, there are other ways to look at neighborhoods and 

cities. And so going to Europe was part of finding that.  

The luck of my arriving in Zurich was that this particular office in 

Switzerland was busy because they had the job to do for CERN, the 

nuclear research group. Werner Moserðlater I found out that Haefeli 

Moser Steiger were the Skidmore, Owings & Merrill of Switzerland at 

that point. They came from quality. Each was a good architect in his own 

way. They came from the history of the modern movement. The three of 

them were founders of CIAM. Moserôs father had been, along with 

[Auguste] Perret in Paris, among the first people to use reinforced 

concrete in designing important churches and buildings in Europe. He was 

a famous professor before Moser became a professor at the ETH 

[Eidgenºssische Technische Hochschule] in Zurich. Steiger I didnôt know 

so well, and his great strength was he led the hospital-building part of the 

office, and they were the hospital experts of Switzerland. Rodulph Steiger, 

Dr. Steiger, had an honorary doctorate to mark his hospital work. It 

seemed they had designed or re-designed almost every canton hospital in 

Switzerland. We had four active projects in the office. Because of this 

work Dr. Steiger and the office were known as people comfortable with 

new technology and complex projects. So it seemed like a logical place 

for me with my background and interest.  

 It turned out the other advantage I brought was that I spoke English. The 

Steiger office was one of the few places it would have been an advantage. 

There had been a problem because CERN was being run, primarily, by 

physicists from Harwell, which is right outside of Oxford, and some 

Dutch scientists, and so English was their main language. There were 

twelve different countries in CERN at that point, which had pooled their 

resources to try to have a place to do nuclear research that could match 

what the United States was doing. They had a large site outside Geneva, 

just beyond Meyrin Airport. The site actually lopped over into the French 

side of the border.  

I didnôt know very much about the project or the details when Moser 

offered me the job. He said Iôd enjoy Steiger. We really wanted to go. I 

did not ask much. When he told me how much money I would be 

makingðit was going to be five hundred francs a monthðI stopped off at 

the Swiss consulate, which was near where I was working, and I asked 

them whether it would be better to bring my car or to get a car in Europe. 

They asked me how much I would be making and said, ñYou wouldnôt 

have enough money for gas.ò [laughter] 

 So we were married and we sailed to Italy, nine days with stops at 

Gibraltar and Naples. We spent two weeks on the Italian Riviera, 

Portofino, and then took the train to Zurich. And on our first day there I 

think we found we had a lunch appointment with Rudi Steiger. I told you 

about it, it was one of the great days of my life, our life. We met him at 

the Kronenhalle for a lunch that stretched out for hours and hours. Here 

this guy is telling me his dreams and saying I want you to come be part of 

this team. He talked about the future of atomic energy and how it was 
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going to change the world, and this was part of it, but also the buildings 

that they were putting together. He spoke about the collaboration CERN 

involved, between nations, between scientists from many disciplines, and 

how our team would include artists as well as the usual professionals. 

Riess: What was it about you that elevated you in some way? 

Bender: You know, at that point, coming from America, coming from Harvard, 

and being an engineer as well as an architect, and with recommendations 

from Gropius, Sert, and Moser, it was like a door opener. And I could 

listen and I could respond about dreams, and in this case I had Sue along, 

which was evenðI mean, Sue wasnôt talking a lot, but he could feel her 

spirit, our spirit. We were loving it and we were going to plunge in. We 

were going to be part of, we did become part of the family. We were not 

Americans who were coming to work for a big companyðand we met 

Americans who did come and live the American style. We wanted just the 

oppositeðwe were coming to make Zurich part of our lives.  

The office had just moved out of the main office on the Limmat in the 

center where the Haefeli Moser Steiger was. Theyôd taken over a big 

house near the lake that had belonged to a doctorðnot bought, I guess 

theyôd rented, and moved the office into the house. But there were about 

thirty people working there when I came, maybe three or four in a room, 

different rooms in this house, and they were from all over. They were 

from Sweden, from Italy, they were from all of those countries. There was 

Oloo, a man from Nigeria who they took because it was fun to have a man 

from Nigeria there. 

Riess: How great. 

Bender: In that conversation two different things came out that were interesting to 

me. Oneðhe told me the story of how they got the job, and why they 

picked them rather than someone else. And it was a story of building the 

CERN cyclotron building, and the physicists had come to them and said, 

ñWe know how a cyclotron should be, and we only need you to make the 

shell.ò And when Rudi and his son Peter looked at it, it was an enormous 

building, because the cyclotron had to be shielded by these great, heavy 

blocks of concrete with lead in them. And to move the blocks around you 

needed a giant gantry. So they had to lift the blocks up and pile them up to 

make themðso it had to be very high.  

Rudi and Peter, who eventually led the project and is our lifelong friend, 

who is still a really close friend, they took the sketch home and they 

looked at it and they said, ñYou know, if we didnôt have to lift those 

blocks way up in the air, we wouldnôt need all that building.ò And they 

said, ñWhy not put in what you have in a garage, that kind of lift in a pit, 

and push the blocks onto the lift and then lift them up, rather than lift each 

block up and put it on top.ò And so they had made the bulk of the building 

way smaller and much easier to operate. When the physicists saw that, 

they said, ñWow. How come we didnôt think of that!ò 
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 In a sense itôs what Iôve looked for all my life. When you ask what I like 

to do, that is it. And the other thing that was interesting to me and I had 

not understoodðI knew I was going to work on some of these buildings. I 

was going to work on the design of this building, but also a much bigger 

and more complex building, a proton synchrotron. The proton synchrotron 

involved a two hundred meter diameter circle of electro-magnets buried in 

the ground to speed the electrons around at speeds close to the speed of 

light. (There was also a large experiment hall at the end of it in which all 

the experiments were put together.) With the scientific teams we worked 

on the technical problems of how you make that work, how you keep the 

circle a perfect circle, when even the effect of the moon, as it does on the 

tides, could distort the circle in one way. The temperature changes 

distorted it in other ways.  

But I found out that we were also doing the master plan for the CERN 

complex, which was just beginning and had the potential to grow to be 

something way beyond anything we ever dreamed that we were making. I 

was working on a master plan, a campus plan, for the first time. 

Riess: A physical master plan, as if it were to be a town. 

Bender: Well, more like a university campus. It started off to be a physical master 

plan for basically the different machines and the laboratories and 

administration. But I was able to engage it at the point, and with the 

Steigers pushing me, to look at that, to start to ask, ñDonôt you want a 

center where people meet? Where they come together?ò So I got to work 

on the buildings for the cyclotron and the proton synchrotron, and also on 

the central complex of administrative and commons activities. It was also 

my first chance to take on landscape and ecological issues with some very 

talented people as colleagues and clients. 

The central building that I worked on housed the administration. It also 

had dining facilities and meeting facilities and gardens. It became a 

symbol, the core, in which people and their work came together. It 

changed the conception from having the machines at the core to having 

this building as a core and represent how the people and their laboratories 

were going to grow out. 

 A couple of years ago Peter and I went to the fiftieth anniversary of the 

opening of CERN. At first we couldnôt find the original buildings, itôd 

grown so, the trees and gardens had grown up. It was quite an amazing 

experience to see. 

 That office was a wonderful experience, being able to work on this. It was 

even more interesting because, for a big part of the time, I would fly once 

a week to Geneva where the project was, from Zurich, flying across 

country. It was only Switzerland, but it was flyingðbut the two cultures 

were so different which was, again, fascinating to see. There was the 

culture of the scientists and being able to talk to the scientists. And my job 

was basically to bring that back to the office. Although I should say at the 

same time that Rudi Steiger, Professor Steiger, asked Sue if she would 
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give him English lessons. And so Sue was teaching him and later the other 

son, Martin, English, and several other people in the office, English. But I 

was one of the main interpreters from the scientists back to the office. 

 But to come back to it, we stayed the first couple of days in the Hotel 

Platterhof near the university, over a beer hall, and one of the first days we 

were there we were searching the newspaper for apartments and must 

have been looking kind of lost, and this woman came over and she said, 

ñYou look lost. Can we help?ò She turned out to be Elisabeth Kubler-

Ross.  

Riess: Really! 

Bender: Of course she wasnôt ñElizabeth Kubler-Rossò then. She and Manny, her 

American husband, Manny Ross, had just graduated from medical school 

and they were beginning to practice. And she became a lifelong friend. 

Riess: That doesnôt sound very Swiss, to just come over like this, ñYou look 

lost.ò 

Bender: No. We looked lost and dispirited in the beer hall under the place where 

we were staying. Well, he was American, and they had experience with 

moving and transitions, and it was an open time, and it wasnôt very Swiss. 

 The whole thing got very un-Swiss. A few days later in the office I saw 

one in the Zurcher Zeitungðit looked like it was right across the street, 

and I looked out the window and it was right across the street, and I 

started talking about this in the morning and rushed over during lunch 

hour and met the manager, Kurt Schwegler, and he was really interesting, 

he was a poet whose brother owned the building and let him live there in 

turn for managing it. It was a four-story apartment building. And I looked 

at a modern apartment, one room with a balcony that actually faced the 

office across the street. From the balcony you could see the lake, two 

blocks away. There were four rooms on our floor and a kitchen that was a 

fairly big space that had four hotplates for the different people, and a toilet 

down the hall and a bathtub and sink. It looked like heaven. He offered it 

to us at a pretty good rate.  

I called Sue to come down and meet me after the office and look at it, and 

I went back to the office, and at that point I could hear a funny buzzðand 

in the afternoon there was a tea pause where the office would take a 

coffee break. 

Riess: What did you call it?  

Bender: A tea pauseðpronounced pow-zeh. Tomi Schweitzer, who was the office 

manager, came up to me and he said, ñHerr Bender. We should talk.ò It 

turned out that while they had been fixing the building up to move into it 

during the summer, when all the windows were open, it became quite 

clear that most of the building we were moving into was occupied by 
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prostitutes. And in fact, many of the people at the office were having a 

great time watching through the window.  

 Anyway, we were captured by the thing and we moved in. It turned out it 

was much more complicated, in a nice way. Apparently, until recently the 

women all used to stand in Paradeplatz, which was a main tram station. 

One day the wife of one of the equivalent of a city council member was 

going to meet her husband there, and as she rushed to meet him, the girls 

thought she was new competition and they ran over to her and started 

hitting her with their pocketbooks to drive her away. It caused a big 

scandal and they changed the law so they couldnôt stand there, so they all 

got dogs, so they could walk dogs. And we lived in this house with the 

women and the dogs, and they would be going up and down the stairs all 

the time.  

Apparently the room that had been advertised was not the one we got, it 

was a smaller room, but when the manager saw this American couple, he 

thought it would be fun to have us there. He moved TrudiðI think her 

name was Trudi, to another room. And there was a telephone in the room, 

but before the number got switched over we had to agree if someone 

called for Trudi to say she was, ñNicht hier.ò We were told that she had a 

big family and her brothers or cousins might be calling. [laughter] One 

time Sue answered that Trudi was ñnot here,ò and someone said, ñBut 

what about you?ò Sue said, ñOh, you wouldnôt like me.ò And he said, 

ñWell, Iôve seen you.ò So, that was a little eerie, but it became one end of 

our life. We set up a household and were cooking on Klausstrasse along 

with the women of the street. Then Sue began to teach English at Berlitz, 

and they wouldnôt let her use her new married name, because Bender is 

such a Swiss name. 

Riess: Is it? 

Bender: The biggest hardware store in Zurich was F. Bender. So she changed to 

her maiden name of Rosenfeld to be able to teach at Berlitz. It turned out 

that because she couldnôt speak any German, she was in demand, because 

thatôs the way Berlitz works. Everything is in the language you are 

teaching and there is a lot of ñthis is my eye,ò ñthis is my noseò in the 

beginning. Eventually she started her own school. She had a ten-year old, 

who was the son of an American family that was there on a sabbatical 

from Yale, and she had lots of architects coming for lessons. From the 

office we would be able to look out and see Sue giving her lesson to Dr. 

Steiger, and everyone in the office used to relax because the boss was over 

there.  

Riess: And did you make the room charming? 

Bender: Well, it was charming. It was lovely and beautiful, with high ceilings and 

big glass doors to the deck and lots of sunlight, and it looked into the 

gardens across the street. Eventuallyðwell, during the time we were there 

the Hungarian revolution came, and the office took some refugees to work 

in the office. Later, when we heard that Sueôs parents were coming to 
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visit, and to explain all these women living in the building, we told them 

we had shared the rooms on our floor with Hungarian refugees. [laughter] 

 The people in the office were interesting. We got to meet incredible 

people. Willy Walter was the chief designer and my mentor. He was a 

wonderful spirit and remains a very special friend. Willy had worked for a 

while in the US, for a year for Howard Friedman in San Francisco. He 

came back to Zurich because he preferred a country ñwhere people chose 

one five-dollar tie rather than five one-dollar ties.ò Later Willy designed 

the Swiss pavilion at the Osaka Worldôs Fair and he made a magnificent 

lighting design for the Bahnhofstrasse.  

In Zurich we were asked to make a Thanksgiving dinner, because no one 

knew what stuffing was. We found a turkey in the Globus Department 

Store and we made it in a friendôs oven. People were still puzzled by 

stuffing! It was a wonderful time. We learned from living. We bought 

things fresh from the stores downstairs or around the corner. We ate in a 

different way; we lived in a different way. We had conversations. We 

found people who were incredibly well educated in different ways than we 

expected. We met people who knew the history of their city so well and in 

ways that no one in New York might know New York. We met people 

who knew Western movies better than we did. And we met people who 

knew English literature better than we did. In their classes theyôd read 

Mark Twain and Faulkner and other great writers in English and French 

and German, and with more detail. 

 We were fascinated by the languages and the culturesðin particular the 

Swiss, which was stiff in many ways. The rules about the house were 

strict and you had a certain day or time when you were responsible for 

cleaning out the lobby, which rotated. They had a wonderful washer and 

dryer, energy-saving, way ahead of us at that point, and you had certain 

days you could use it. We got used to a way of urban living that was 

differentðnot having a refrigerator. The tram system, walking, it was 

more urbane than the way we lived in New York. And for the first time I 

understood something about the meaning of cosmopolitan, as well as 

urbane. 

Riess: Whatôs the distinction youôre thinking. 

Bender: Well, people were moreðthe cultures blended more. In New York you 

had all the cultures, but the people who you met on a regular basis, theyôd 

left the culture behind more, whereas here you were working with people 

who were fresher in the culture. They didnôt leave their culture behind to 

be there. And we also saw professionals in a different way. The CIAM 

movement had a core of peopleðone of my heroes in the past had been 

Sigfried Giedion, and he lived there in Zurich and was part of daily life. I 

would see him in our local café and I could work part-time for him 

sometimes translating. He wrote in English, but he needed help making it 

ñAmerican English.ò Alfred Roth, again one of the founders of the 

modern movement, was there. We became friendly. We could always find 

him at his table in the Kunsthaus café and spent hours listening to his 
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stories. I last saw him there, just before he died a few years ago, and again 

heard how he got his Mondrian painting through Swiss customs by 

showing the agent it was the wrapping to protect some Hodler prints. 

 There was a club called the Belles Arts Club that used to meet and have 

discussions about art and architecture. I couldnôt go to most because it was 

so intensely in German or sometimes in French, but Iôd get invited once in 

a while. And once they made a point of inviting me because Lewis 

Mumford was coming, and they were all excited because Mumford was 

not only coming, but he was coming from Marseilles, where he had just 

been to see the new Corbusier building, Unite dôHabitation, which 

everybody loved. And basically he said, ñYes, I saw the building. But why 

in the world are you so excited about it? What youôve done here,ò and he 

mentioned the project called Neubuhl, which had been done just before 

the war, and in which the Steiger family had lived during the war, he said, 

ñNeubuhl is the future.ò Neubuhl was a group of modern houses built in a 

very dense way in the countryside, to make community. There were public 

spaces and shared spaces and lower-rise, two- or three-story buildings. 

And he said, ñThatôs the future.ò And they were half angry and half 

flattered. 

 And for me it was really interesting, because again, the Marseilles 

building with its tower and the idea that thereôd be shops on the tenth floor 

and a playground on the roof seemed like the future, but it got me thinking 

again that the routes are not always where we think they are. I have said 

that we had gone to Europe with the idea that we were going to find the 

newðPicasso was there and Corbusier was there. And we left behind the 

art coming to New York, the emergence of redoing downtowns that was 

happening in New York. We went to Europe to see modern planning and 

building and we were blown away by towns that were built without 

planners, growing out of place and climate, the land, materials, and 

traditions, places of incredible beauty. We traveled north and south in 

Europe, north to Finland and south through the hill towns and into the heel 

of Italy. 

We were loving seeing it and drinking it in, not asking so much what we 

were liking, but understanding it in some ways. It turned out that Zurich 

was a wonderful place for us because while it wasnôt Paris, we could go 

after work on Friday night to Paris and come back by Monday morning. I 

told you how we rearranged the lunch hours at the office so the weekends 

were free. We could go to Milan. Rome was farther on the train, as 

Venice, but we found the time on long weekends and holidays. 

Riess: You did this all on your five hundred francs? 

Bender: Well, we started to get more money. 

Riess: Because Sue was working. 

Bender: Yes, and they raised my salary once I got there. 
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Riess: And had you savings? You had always been working. 

Bender: We had some money, yes, and we also had the money that we were going 

to use to come back, we had that put aside, which we eventually spent.  

We fell in love also with the furniture. We had never really looked at 

furniture before, but Zurich was a center for modern furniture. One of the 

things we would do almost every free day is to walk to see some of the 

furniture stores and the modern furniture. Wohnbedarf was our favorite. In 

New York all our friends and neighbors had traditional furniture. We 

didnôt know anyone who had a house like we have now, with Mies van 

der Rohe chairs or even Eames chairs and Aalto things. 

Riess: The Danish modern hadnôt arrived? 

Bender: By the time we got back there was Bonnierôs on Madison Avenue with 

Finnish design, and Georg Jensen with many Scandinavian designers, and 

then Design Research came. Knoll was there with the old masters of 

Modern, but it was mostly moving toward office furniture. 

Riess: What did you buy? 

Bender: We bought Mies van der Roheôs Barcelona chairs. And that turned out to 

be the fare back. Not knowing how we were going to get back, we 

figuredðand we didnôt know how to get the chairs back.  

[Tape 9: Side A]  

Bender: Mies was designing the Barcelona chairs in Stuttgart, I think, where he 

was at the time. They were being designed for the pavilion in Barcelona, 

and they were being assembled by Wohnbedarf, this furniture company in 

Zurich. The leather and cushions were made in Italy, the steel frames in 

Germany, so the models were traveling back and forth. If you know the 

chair, the steel frame is welded in one piece. But in order to get them to go 

back and forth they made them to come apart, and the ones we bought 

were one of the models that were made to travel back and forth. If you 

look at our chairs carefully you can see the lap joints that were made so 

they came apart and could go in a box.  

Riess: And have you had to have them re-leathered? 

Bender: Oh yes. The leather seats crumbled very quickly, and when we were living 

in New York we continued the tradition that had supported us in Europe 

and we were hosts to everyone who came through. One of the people from 

Wohnbedarf came to New York and she stayed with us. What we used to 

do actually is put the Mies cushions on the floor so people could sleep in 

our one-room New York apartment. And she said, ñThis leather is 

terrible.ò The leather was defective and she sent us some new ones. And 

eventually in Berkeley in our sunny living room they also crumbled. By 

that time they were so expensive and we despaired, but Hiroko Kurata, a 

designer friend in Japan, found we could get them from Knoll in Tokyo, 
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still made in Italy. So the ones we have now weôve had for twenty-five 

years and theyôre still doing well. 

Riess: Thatôs a very neat little story. 

Bender: We had other really special tripsðlater on Rudi Steiger agreed that every 

three months we could take two or three weeks off and travel, so we 

traveled everywhere, going up to Holland where there was another center 

of early modern architecture and planning. We visited [Jacob B. ñJaapò] 

Bakema who was one of the Dutch architects who was the last leader of 

CIAM as it phased out. We also visited Aldo van Eyck who was a young 

Dutch architect who was very influential in the changes to CIAM. We 

visited van Eyckôs Fresh Air School and stayed for two days in his home 

and office. We became friends with these people and we spent some 

wonderful days with Willem van Tijen who showed us the great Van 

Nelle factory designed by Johannes Brinkman. We had a rare bout of food 

poisoning and he took us to his weekend house to recuperate! 

Riess: Do you think there was a different way you become friends with people in 

Europe?  

Bender: Well, what we found is that there was a tradition which we picked up and 

carried on of people traveling, people you introduce, people taking 

travelers in and becoming friends and passing them on. It was a way of 

learning your profession. Most architecture students couldnôt do the Grand 

Tour in the sense that it was once done, but they could do this kind of 

traveling if you passed friends on. And it continues now with students 

who I help to travel and they continue the traditionðthere are generations 

of that going. It works for some people; it doesnôt work for others.  

But particularly at that time the CIAM group wouldðyou know, there 

have been movements before, but it was unusual to have an international 

movement like that where they really made the effort to have people from 

all over. It began before the war and they had Russians as well as Swiss. 

There were no Americans in it originally, and it didnôt last that long, they 

decided to close themselves down right about the time we came. I think 

the last major meeting was in Dubrovnik the year we arrived. 

Riess: The way it worked was big conferences? 

Bender: Well, they werenôt big conferences. Everyone brought work, presented it 

and shared, discussed, critiqued it. Corbusier designed a standard format 

to bring the work on and a way to hang them in a gridðthe CIAM gridð

so that everything was displayed in a way that went from global to local 

and involved transportation and recreation and housing and work. We 

have one of those boxes with one of those grids that Wiener and Sert 

made. People would put up their work and they would spend days 

discussing the work between themselves. They were never bigðtoward 

the end they began to get to be big conferences and people came just to be 

connected with CIAM. People started to put CIAM on their stationery. 

That began to change CIAM, and soon after, it ended. 
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 Somewhere, I think it was at Dubrovnik, Corbusier didnôt come, and he 

sent a letter saying he thought it was time to disband, it was becoming 

something different. Gropius left, and a group led by van Eyck and 

Bakema from Holland and some English people carried it on for a few 

years. They called it Team 10, which was one of the groups within CIAM. 

But thereôs a whole literature that comes from that period. More recently 

thereôs a lot of criticism of CIAM because itôs felt it was too formal, too 

cold, too influenced by Corbusier. 

Riess: Too Swiss? 

Bender: Not too Swiss. Corbusier was Swiss-born, but at that point he was very 

French. It was more, like so much good planning CIAM was 

misunderstood. These were frameworks that were meant to evolve and 

grow richer, drawing on place and tradition and architecture. 

Riess: Was there anything about being Jewish in Switzerland that was notable? 

Noticeable? 

Bender: It was noted. The Steigers, in particular, had been involved in helping 

refugees. During the war they had taken refugees and hidden them. 

Neubuhl, in general, the community, was known for having taken people 

in. There was one, I forgot his name, an older man in the office who was 

Jewish and he was sort of known as Jewish. He was active in a synagogue, 

but there was not much about them. I do remember that on our tax form 

there was a place for religion, and a percent went to a church. 

 What was more noticeable in our office was the man from Nigeria, who 

was a very colorful character: every day he dressed like everyone else, but 

if he went on vacation heôd put on a costume of robes which it turned out 

were not nativeðhe had gotten them in St. Gallen, Switzerland. When 

Oloo went out on the road he hitchhiked, and heôd immediately get picked 

up and taken to the mayor or other important people in the next town and 

theyôd introduce him, make dinner for him, and study him like a rare bird. 

Another friend, also Nigerian, was a doctor, and had studied in Zurich, 

and our friend Reni Trudinger, who was a furniture designer, was very 

close with him. If weôd be in a restaurant with him people would come up 

and they would touch his hair, or people would point and say to their 

children, ñnegerli, negerli.ò They were not used to seeing black people 

there and were curious.  

 During the time we were in Zurich, I got to meet Corbusier again because 

he had a big exhibition at the Kunsthaus and the Steigers were his hosts. 

Paul Wiener, the partner of Sert who Iôd met earlier, came to Zurich 

toward the end of my stay, and came to the office with a proposition. Paul 

had been asked through his work with the UN in New York to do a UN 

exhibition on the future of atomic energy. He came to the office to ask if 

they would work with him on showing some of the things going on in the 

research. And I got to know him better at that point, and we talked about 

the fact that theyôd try to find a job for me when I came back. Later I saw 
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Paul Wienerôs practice as a way I wanted to live and work, because I 

wanted a studio, not an office, and the way of life that represents. 

Riess: Where was he from? 

Bender: Paul was from Vienna. He came to the US in the twenties. He used to say 

he was a ñreal Wiener.ò And then he was a partner of Sert, who was 

Spanish. Paul kept his connections with Europe, the modern movement, 

and he was also a founder of CIAM. In the thirties he married Alma 

Morgenthau, the daughter of Henry Morgenthau, the secretary of the 

treasury in the Roosevelt days. And at that point he was able to be 

influential in bringing refugees over, and Einstein was one of the people 

who he helped guarantee, and thatôs part of the connection to Einstein. 

There were a number of other famous German scholars, artists, violinists, 

who Paul helped to bring over and were connected to that German 

intellectual community in New York. We later discovered there was 

another community like that in Los Angeles, of people who were scholars, 

music and art people. They needed sponsors and sponsorship, and once 

here many continued successful and influential careers. 

Riess: You noted that Corbusier was working on Chandigarh when you met him? 

Bender: He was working on Chandigarh at that time, and they had a big exposition 

at the Kunsthalle, the big museum, of models, beautiful models that had 

been made in India, wooden models, carved by craftsmen of Chandigarh. 

Riess: That is to me the most wonderful thing he didðthat and that little chapel 

in Ronchamp. 

Bender: Yes, well, visiting the chapel in Ronchamp was, at that point, our goal. 

Sue and I, the first chance we got we went to visit it. It was our 

pilgrimage. Ronchamp was pure poetry, a very moving experience. Being 

there together wasðstill isða special bond. And Corbusier was our hero 

on so many levels. We went to Marseilles just afterðit was a year or so 

after the Unite opened. I was impressed, not only by the building and how 

it set into, made a place in the land, but by the fact that the name of the 

bus stop was Corbusier. I went back on the fiftieth anniversary a few years 

ago with my friends from Marseilles. It was wonderful to see it looking 

even better and feel the richness of the landscaping. It had gone downhill 

for some years, and now itôs a really popular place to live and you can rent 

rooms there. People have apartments that they rent out like a bed and 

breakfast. 

 But it was exciting to discover those things and to experience them and 

feel them, and to go up to the roof of that building in Marseilles and see 

the childrenôs playground up there and to look out and see images of what 

a new world could be like. To see very small apartments that had space. 

The ceilings soared, they had balconies, they had mezzanines in a very 

tight spaceðall the things weôd neverðyou couldnôt see such apartments 

in New York, and yet they were built for and occupied by working people. 
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 I remember while Corbusier was in Zurich there was also an exhibition in 

the museum on the work of Max Bill. Max Bill was a really good artist 

and some of the things he did were really minimal, like a big painting with 

just a circle. And one of them had three circles. I hadnôt noticed, but 

Corbusier looked and the titleðthe title was Three Circles, I think, and it 

was dated maybe, 1955-1956. Corbusier asked him, ñMax, in which year 

did you make two circles?ò [laughter] But there was also such a feeling of 

being in a world that was accessible. We were in that world. In New York 

most often we felt we were looking in on that world! 

Riess: And if you felt that way! 

Bender: One of the trips we went to Finland with an introduction from Werner 

Moser. We spent a day at Aaltoôs house, and met Aalto. His work made an 

enormous impression on me. He had a workroom and a big studio with a 

little bit of a balcony over his desk. And he would be able to go up onto 

the balcony to look down at the drawing. (When I was with Gropius at 

Harvard, Gropius would sometimes get up on the drawing table so he 

could look down on a studentôs drawing, see it more like a whole.) To be 

there in Finland, and feel the airðthe aroma of the trees and the land was 

extraordinary. Not Ronchamp, but not less moving, robustly beautiful. 

 Toward the end of our time in Europe, I would be sent or asked if I 

wanted to go to conferences to talk about the officeôs work. One of these 

was a conference on hospital design, and I went to show some of the latest 

work on a hospital in Freiberg that the office was doing. And I met this 

Israeli man, Arieh Sharon, who it turned out later had been born on a 

kibbutz. He was in his sixties then. He had been born on a kibbutz in 

Israel, and the kibbutz chipped in to send him to the Bauhaus to study 

architecture. At that point he had one of the three big offices in Israel. I 

found out laterðit seemed very funnyðhis name was Arieh, another one 

was Dov Carmi, and the third was Zeev Rechter. And Arieh meant lion, 

and Dov meant bear, and Zeev was fox. And it actually described the 

personalities of the three of them.  

Sharon was a big, outgoing, easy man, and when I met him and I told him 

what we were doing in Europe he said, ñWhy donôt you come to Israel? 

Weôre doing a new hospital in Beersheba and you could tell us what they 

do in Swiss hospitals.ò And we were toward the end ofðwell, CERN was 

getting to the point where it was more about working drawings and we 

had to start thinking about what we could do next. This seemed a way to 

experience another culture. And so we decided to go to Israel. 

Riess: Kibbutz architecture, what is that? 

Bender: Well, kibbutz turned out to be interesting not for the architecture butðas 

we were experiencing in so many areas we found out what was interesting 

was not what we thought was going to be interesting. Many of the 

kibbutzim used modern architecture and were adapting forms to the desert 

climate, but more interesting, like Neubuhl, they were designed as 

communities.  
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In 1958, the spirit of community that inspired the kibbutz was the pride of 

Israel, much more than the traditions they had left behind. One of the 

things we discovered was that with growing affluence there was a constant 

battle in the kibbutz to keep people active in the kibbutz. So in the early 

days the social rooms would have a shared radio, and people would all 

come together to listen. As radios got cheaper, people began to buy their 

own radios and listen in their rooms. And so the kibbutz got television sets 

very early in order to bring them back in. The kibbutz was where you 

lived and you worked and shared dreams and sacrifice. The community 

built around that, but even in those early daysðIsrael was evolving from a 

nation of pioneers to an advanced modern state.  

We found there were more than just kibbutzesðthere were different kinds 

of communities. Iôm trying to remember. There was another name, 

moshav, which was a different kind of agricultural thing. In the kibbutz 

the fields belonged to everyone and everyone worked. In the moshav it 

was more like a colonial settlement in New England, with farmhouses. I 

had looked forward to seeing the forms communities without cars would 

take and was surprised to find that they felt more like the summer camps I 

remember than the early agricultural villages of Europe or the US. 

 When we finally found ourselves in Israel, what turned out to be 

interesting that I hadnôt understood is Sharon had been working on a 

National Plan for Israel, looking at how the country could be one large 

regional city, in a sense, with big cities like Jerusalem and Haifa and Tel 

Aviv anchoring these new smaller cities and kinds of communities like 

kibbutz and other farming communities. He defined or described what 

some of them were, and they were trying to find a network to make a 

country that had agriculture and urban things built together. 

 But to go back, when we decided to go to Israel we couldnôt find anything 

in the library in Zurich about Israel except Arthur Koestlerôs books, and 

one called Promise and Fulfillment, which was an early Zionist book 

about Palestine before it became Israel. In Tel Aviv it turned out that we 

were eligible to stay in a place called Beit Brodetsky. Beit means house, 

and Beit Brodetsky was defined as an Anglo-Saxon hostel for 

professionals. ñAnglo-Saxonò turned out to be anyone who spoke English 

when they got there. It felt a lot like International House here in Berkeley 

at the beginning of the academic year. 

To get to Israel we went to Marseilles on the train and we took a ship 

called Aliyah, which means, in a sense, ñthe return.ò Aliyah went to Haifa 

by way of a stop in Naples, and in Naples a whole group of people got on 

who were clearly refugees, coming from Poland. Using my more 

Schweizerdeutsch than Yiddish, I could talk to some of them and found 

out they werenôt from Poland but they were Russians from exactly the 

area where my mother had lived between Minsk and Pinsk. I think I told 

you this story earlier, but I told them that my mother was from Minsk and 

Pinsk and they laughed, and when I mentioned the name of the town, they 

knew where it had been. It had been wiped out.  
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When we arrived in Israel we went to our Anglo-Saxon hostel, which was 

a modern building designed for transient professionals who they hoped 

would stay. And they went to something called an ulpan. 

Riess: A what? 

Bender: Ulpan. An ulpan was like a camp where you went to learn about customs, 

the country, Israel, the language, as the first step in being resettled.  

When I got to Sharonôs office, it turned out the hospital was beginning, 

but it was going in fits and starts. And with my interest in such things they 

asked me if I wanted to work on a housing project in Nazareth. I had 

never understood Nazareth was part of Israel. The idea of the project was 

to design something that the new people could build, largely build 

themselves. Well, it turned out even more strange. When I got to the site, 

thatôs where some of the people whoôd been on the boat were coming. 

Some of the men, who were actually most of them academically trained, 

electrical engineers, the Russians hadnôt let them come to Israel, but they 

let them go to Poland, and Poland let them come to Israel. But they had no 

building skills at all.  

So the original idea was we were going to design something where they 

would do the labor. We originally thought that it was really much better to 

hire local laborers who could do the stonework, walls and these people 

could do the finishing, and particularly do things like wiring and 

plumbing. As the plan developed we found a better strategy, and we 

organized the local, Palestinian craftsmen to train the immigrants. In the 

process the two groups learned to know and work together. It wasðwhen 

I came to California we found a similar lesson. All the prefabrication 

experts said you prefabricate a core with all the wiring and plumbing in it 

and anyone can do the lumber. But most of the Mexicans who came up to 

work in the fields didnôt know how to do lumber, they knew how to make 

adobe buildings. But they did know how to do wiring and plumbing 

because part of field work is always adjusting the pumps and plumbing. 

So again, you learn that what you thought was the solution is not the 

solution for everyone. We found an opportunity to train the migrant 

workers in a year-round trade. 

But the project in Nazareth is wonderful. Itôs beautiful. It comes down the 

hill, itôs made out of stone that came right out of the ground, and the 

Polish people were eventually able to build and use the formwork for the 

ceiling, which involved concrete slabs with mesh in them. And we got to 

see it pretty much built while we were there. 

The place where we were stayingðwe arrived at night and couldnôt tell 

very much about where it was. I heard strange noises in the morning and 

looked out and there were sheep all around. When we left eight months 

later it was all housing, a new neighborhood. Everything was going so 

fast. So I worked on the hospital in Beersheba. We used to go every other 

week to Beersheba, and fortunately went on Thursdays when there was a 

camel market. The Bedouin people came into the camel market. 
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 I worked on the master plan for the hospital and on prototype techniques 

for mixing native materials and construction workers with high-tech 

infrastructure and equipment. I left when the hospital was just beginning 

construction, but had a special chance to influence things like the way the 

nurses and the staff housing was going to be. Again, mixing experienced 

modern nurses and student nurses from European, Middle Eastern and 

Palestinian backgrounds. The Beersheba Hospital was part of Kupat 

Holim, a national plan, like Kaiser, really well run and with a more health-

centered approach than the treatment approach I was used to in US and 

Swiss hospitals.  

I also learned the lesson that the hospital was badly penalized by the gifts 

and donations from the United States. They used to talk about ñCleveland 

wants.ò The people who were donating the money insisted that they have 

a rigorous kosher kitchenðthat meant two kitchens. They had a whole 

series of things they insisted on so that the hospital would be up to the 

standard of Cleveland, which meant that it couldnôt serve as many people 

as they wanted. But we got, in some of the nurses and staff housing to be 

able to make more of a community as a structure rather than the barracks 

that were originally intended. 

 The other thing that happened that was really a special treat for me and a 

learning experienceðan architect named Heinz Rau had come from 

Germany along with people like Erich Mendelsohn. (Mendelsohn stayed 

long enough to do a few beautiful buildings in Jerusalem and then he 

came here and taught at Berkeley for a while, and worked on Maimonides 

Hospital and some houses.) But Rau had the job to do a small synagogue 

that had its own small library [Israel Goldstein synagogue, on the Givat 

Ram campus of the Hebrew University in west Jerusalem]. The synagogue 

was conceived as a simple space, about forty feet in diameter under a 

dome, and the idea is youôd come in under the dome and go up a stair to a 

platform, and the platform didnôt quite reach the outer walls, so the light 

bounced off the ground and came up and softly lit the space with a light 

that moved and changed with the clouds and the seasons. 

 He needed to find an engineer who could help him because he wanted it to 

be a shell structure, a thin shell, and it came down to the fact that nobody 

knew how to do the formwork for a shell, and it was going to be 

incredibly expensive. Our original conversation was about my experience 

at Corbetta and estimating the Guggenheim. But again, it was a situation 

where they had loads of local Arab workers who could do a dome out of 

concrete block. So the shell that was originally supposed to be four inches 

thick was more than twelve inches thick, made out of block. The shape 

was not quite the same. I liked it better, and I suspect, in the end, that 

thick block may have helped it to stay cooler inside. But again, you learn 

that you canôt decide whatôs the best until you have a bigger picture. 

[Tape 9: Side B] 

Bender: Well, you canôt really decide on whether something like prefabrication or 

a factory-made thing makes sense until you look at a much bigger picture 
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than the building site. We understood later the reason the Northern 

European countries, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, and to a certain extent 

France, went so far into prefabricated concrete housing systems after the 

war was that during World War II there were so many deaths of young 

men that the craftsmen, the workers, were wiped out. The old 

craftsmanship was gone. On the other hand, to rebuild their economies 

these countries needed to build things they could export, and if you devise 

a system of prefabricated housing you could do it in other countries as 

well as at home. Fewer people would have to learn building trades and 

could move to new and higher-paying industries. 

The Dutch, in particular, who had been working on thisðwhen I was in 

Greenland they were using Dutch precast concrete. The Dutch and the 

Danes made the biggest start. They were small countries, but they could 

export the technology, they could bring the techniques to a country and 

show people there how to use them. Larsen-Nielson and Jesperson were 

two of the most successful. The different systems worked in different 

ways, but they brought the technology for doing it. Concrete is a product, 

the bulk of which is in every country, the stones and the cement. And so 

really it was an international trade.  

 Later, when I was at Berkeley, one of the students, John Liu, who I had 

originally known from Cooper Union who came to Berkeley for a 

graduate degree asked me if Iôd be interested to go to Taiwan where his 

fatherðtheyôd come with Chiang Kai-shek from the mainlandðwas the 

minister of construction. They were thinking of getting into adopting 

prefabricated housing because they realized they werenôt going to go back 

to the mainland. Many of the top people in Taiwan, and this was in the 

seventies, were still living in temporary housing because they kept saying, 

ñWeôre going back to the mainland.ò And so they [the ministry of 

construction] were going to adopt prefabricated housing, and they were 

looking at Japanese systems and Scandinavian systems and asked if I 

would come and give them some advice. 

 When I got there, what I saw was they were putting up buildings ten 

stories high at that point, with bamboo scaffolding. They were like ants 

going up and down. People worked ten hours a day, thirty days a monthð

theyôd get a day off every month. Labor was so cheap. I said, ñIt doesnôt 

make sense to be bringing in an industrialized system when you have this 

labor. Why not adopt the modules of the industrialized system, understand 

what an industrialized system will be, and keep using your labor-intensive 

method till these people can get more profitable jobs?ò Profitable for the 

country. ñIf you understand how these buildings go together you can start 

by making panels, and then you can make wallsðand eventually youôll do 

industrialized buildings as the labor force moves out of minimal labor 

carrying concrete on their heads up and down these ramps.ò 

 Eventually they did develop a very high-tech computer industry, and the 

generation of laborers got absorbed in much more productive work, and 

they switched to buildings that are more and more industrialized. 

Nowadays Taiwan is one of the most industrialized countries in the world. 
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Riess: Thatôs a big impact you had. 

Bender: Well, youôre asking what I do. Itôs coming from outside and seeing things 

with fresh eyes, and coming to look at a bigger picture. If Iôd been brought 

in by a construction company, I wouldnôt have been able to either see the 

issue in this bigger way or to have the influence that I could have coming 

from the ministry looking at the countryôs problem. 

Riess: When you said something like that, was there a chorus of, ñYes, weôve 

been thinking that.ò 

Bender: No, it was a beginning. They actually brought in some Japanese systems 

in the next year, and after they had the kinds of problems which anyone 

who knew anything about it would have said they would have hadðthose 

systems are like so many of the linear systems we have now, if one thing 

breaksðitôs like the light rail.  

 But with the prefabricated systems, we learned it early. Peter Steiger, Rudi 

Steigerôs older son who Rudi sent to the United States to study and work 

with Frank Lloyd Wright at Taliesinðboth of them were really robust 

people, and Peter had more energy for doing than for schools, and Rudi 

hadnôt realized that Peter was too robust for Taliesin, but he ended up 

going to Arizona and he loved the working part, the chance to build 

something with your hands. 

Riess: Robust? Iôm not sure what youôre meaning. 

Bender: Well, the two of them are big force fields and do everything with an 

energy. The Steigers invited me to their house on the other side of the lake 

from where we were living at that time, on a Sunday. Dr. Steiger was a 

Sunday painter, and he was painting. I see this guy sitting there with two 

paintbrushes, and heôs doing the background, the clouds, with one hand 

and heôs doing the landscape with the other. Mrs. Steiger was a sculptor, 

and the house was filled with these giant figures of sculpture. If you go to 

Zurich, her sculptures are still around in front of hospitals and public 

places. Peter, when he came back from the US he had a big Chevrolet 

convertible he droveðhe did things fast, he did things with energy. He 

took over the CERN project because he was a sort of American-like doer 

person and they loved that he was running it. 

 But the prefabricatedðduring the time we were there together he was also 

trying to work on prefabricated systems. One was for Swissair. I worked 

with him on developing a precast concrete system called Elementbau to do 

storage buildings at the airport. It was a more sophisticated system than 

the Schokbeton we used in Greenland, and we began to develop a more 

elegant system of concrete panels for housing which over the years we 

have worked together. When I was here, Ezra had come across an English 

system that was supposed to be able to turn out panels faster and faster, 

and Peter came over to look at it and to do things. I worked with him, his 

brother Martin, and Buro Steiger on a whole variety of four to twenty-

story buildings, mid-rise buildings that tried to increase density without 
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losing amenity. We did studies and found that people want apartments on 

the top, on the end, and how do you make a building with more tops and 

ends? Stepping up and stepping down, how do you do that out of an 

industrial "system? And how do you maximize what you can do with 

machinery and what you do individually?  

Riess: Vernon DeMarsðwas it at MIT where he designed an apartment building 

with the elevators somehow so there were half floors? 

Bender: Well, yes, the elevators were on outdoor corridors, and they skipped every 

other floor. The Corbusier building in Marseilles was like that, it stopped 

on alternate floors and there were balconies and the apartments were 

interlocked. Those were cutting-edge things that we tried to do. 

 But to come back to the original questionðwhat I was learning in all of 

this is that all these tricks are interesting, but the real innovation is 

someplace else. And that someplace else takes you out of whatôs 

traditionally the realm of individual professions. 

Riess: Individual professions being architecture or engineering. 

Bender: Or business or law even. The modular house industry in California was 

not going anywhere at the time when I arrived here because you couldnôt 

ship them on the roads because the law limited the width. 

Riess: Good example, yes. 

Bender: When Alan [L.] Stein became the secretary of business and transportation 

under Jerry Brown they hired Don Terner away. I had brought Don [Ian 

Don Terner] to Berkeley. When Don came to the CED and took over the 

leadership of the Center we began to look at housing systems for 

California. One of the first things we proposed was increasing the width of 

modules that you could take on the roads. And that was easier to do 

because when I firstðIôm jumping aroundðbut when I first came here 

Ezra was asked, and he brought me along as a partner, to do a study for 

Boeing on what Boeing could do when they canceled the SST, they 

thought the building industry must be an easy mark for them. They 

thought, those guys donôt know what theyôre doing and weôre so 

organized, weôre so terrific, weôre growing and building, we will take over 

the building industry. 

 And we looked at the factðthey were making the wings in Kansas City, 

and the engines were coming from Rolls Royce, and they were putting 

them together in Seattle. And somehow they could bring those wings on 

the roads, they got special permits, they changed bridges. So when it came 

to looking at the housing situation in California we began to look at the 

possibilities of modular buildings and to find a way to take twelve-foot 

wide modules on the road, schools could use them and a whole variety of 

buildings could use them. Later, when Alan hired him away and Don 

became director of housing and community planning in Jerry Brownôs 

administration the rules were changing. 
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The other part that came out of the Boeing study was the idea of Boeing as 

general contractor. Boeing does what general contractors do when they do 

a house, except on such a different scale. They had ten or twelve ex-

generals who were selling hundreds of planes to countries all over the 

world, but they couldnôt work on the retail level and they couldnôt work 

with all the different building codes in all the different parts of the 

country. What we proposed they could do is infrastructure, where you can 

sell a water supply system or a sanitation system or a better ferryboat or a 

light rail system and things of that sort to a town or state. And so we 

thought they could stay away from the houses and get into the 

infrastructure that supports housing and community. Boeing was really 

interested in that until the airplane business came back and they dropped 

it. 

 But briefly we were able to, again, show that if they could do something, 

if they could make a unit that would recycle sewage and clean water, 

which has become one of the technologies of the green movement in 

places from Germany to Dubai and China, you would have a powerful 

tool. One example we cited was Stinson Beach. At Stinson Beach you 

couldnôt build, you couldnôt get a permit because of the environmental 

impact of the additional sewage. But Boeing could buy large parcels in 

places that for nothing, and they could make it livable, buildable, by using 

these new technologies. You could make places buildable. You could look 

at the finances of a building in a different way, or building in a different 

way. Of course this is becoming common now for new communities and 

older cities. A lot of what I do is about bringing to people ideas of how to 

look at issues in a different way that works. Minoru Mori and Mori 

Building is a happy example of a developer who takes a long view and 

enjoys demonstrating new ideas. Fifteen years ago, in my role as GC-5 

Professor at Tokyo University, we proposed this sort of recycling. The 

Mori Building Company used it at Roppongi Hills and reduced both their 

demand on the water system and the load on the sewage system. 

Riess: I didnôt appreciate until I went to Vietnam what technology transfer was 

about. Vietnam was using great technologies from other countries and I 

thought, eventually theyôll learn how to do it themselves. But thereôs no 

reason to do it yourself if itôs been developed elsewhere. 

Bender: Well, but whatôs to learn there also is how to profit by making something 

that someone else will use. To some extent thatôs whatôs going on now. 

Weôre not making giant cars and sending them to China, weôre making 

cars in China, and soon weôre learning from China enough so those cars 

are going to come back here with features weôve learned about in China. 

At that same time, and this is getting maybe six or seven years ahead, 

when I was working with AID [Agency for International Development], 

we were saying that the opportunity to save Americaôs environmental 

problems might be in South America, where there was a huge need for a 

better water supply and sanitation. If you could develop it for poor 

countries, which have a big market, eventually it would be adapted for use 

here. And in a sense thatôs whatôs happening in China right now. Theyôre 
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doing the new technology which is going to come back to us. International 

people are going to China to help them do the green technologies which 

we will end up buying from them. And in each of these cases, what 

happens is thereôs so much focus on the product and how you make the 

productðthe automobile industry for years tried to make the automobile a 

little bit better, add a stereo system, tail fins or different changes in design, 

a heated seat. Somewhere someoneôs figuring out how to make a different 

kind of car, or how to own or use a car in a different way. Itôs easier to go 

away, people are quicker to take an innovation when it succeeds 

somewhere else. 

Riess: Okay. Letôs end today with you telling me what Sue was doing besides the 

English teaching when you were in Zurich. Youôve mentioned her 

modeling for Balenciaga. 

Bender: Well, one of the crazy thingsðwe had all kinds of friends, and one of the 

friends was a woman Muriel whose husband Mark Clifton was a Swissair 

pilot. She was a model, and she was beautiful and graceful. One day she 

called Sue and she said she was sick and she couldnôt go to the fashion 

show in Lausanne, and would Sue go for her? She spent the most 

incredible afternoon coaching Sue in how to walk and turn, and 

somewhere I have the pictures of Sue wearing Balenciaga.  

Riess: So it was a one-night stand with the Balenciaga. 

Bender: The Balenciaga was a one-night stand. But there were other times. 

 While we were in France we met a painter who wanted to paint Sue, and 

Sue was very embarrassed but finally she agreed. He said she had a 

Renaissance head and Picasso shoulders, I think, and he had to paint her. 

So we went to the studio, and he painted quite quickly quite a nice picture. 

And then he said, ñYou can have it for five hundred dollars.ò At first Sue 

was horrified. She didnôt want to own a picture of herself, and besides, we 

didnôt have five hundred dollars. And then he explained, ñIf you donôt buy 

it, someoneôs going to come along, a rich guy from Hollywood who wants 

a picture of his ugly wife and Iôm going to paint over it.ò We ended up 

saying sorry, but I have some pictures of it. 

Riess: And what did Sue do in Israel? 

Bender: Well, in Israel also she taught English.  

While she was in Switzerland she began to do some sculptures. She had 

not done anything like that before, but we fell in love with Giacometti, 

and there were lots of Giacomettis in the Kunsthaus. She started to make 

Giacometti-like figures with plaster on wire frames, and that was the 

beginning of something that she went back to later when we got to New 

York and she was pregnant with Michael. She started to do ceramics in 

Greenwich House in New York. And when she came here, it was the 

ceramics in the Wurster Hall studio more than anything that was attractive 
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to her. Actually, more than the ceramics, it was the culture and spirit of 

the people and the studio there. 

Riess: Your decision to leave Israelðwas there something waiting for you in 

New York? 

Bender: No, no, but we knew it was time. Well, we were going to do one last 

extravaganza.  

But I do want to say more here about Sue. When you ask what Sue was 

doingðSue was so much a part of all of this. She didnôt work in the 

office, aside from teaching English to some of the people, but she was part 

of the spirit of the office which did a lot of things together. And she was at 

the heart of the friendship with all of these people, and the one who could 

always ask the question that nobody expected. So much of my ability to 

look at things from the other side is balanced or outdone by Sueôs ability 

to come even more from the outside and ask that question, and always ask 

it in a way that makes you think about it, not in a way thatôs 

confrontational. 

 One of the weekends we were in Israel we went toðwe often went to 

Jerusalem, but this time we went on a tour on which you could see seven 

different synagogues of different cultures, from Yemenites to Hasidic 

Jews from Poland. On this tour we met a woman from Istanbul who we 

became friendly with. She was actually an American, married to a man, 

Fritz Levi, who was European. He worked for Philips Minerals, Royal 

Philips then, now called Philips Global. He was based in Istanbul, and it 

turned out they were in the business of importing chrome ore from Turkey 

to the United States. Also for a while in the office in Israel there was a 

Jewish architect from Turkey. In Istanbul he had worked restoring the 

ancient fortifications where they originally stretched a chain across the 

Bosphorus to block the enemy ships during the Muslim and Christian 

wars. His name was Sammy Sisa.  

Anyway, this woman from Istanbul invited us. So we said, ñWell, when 

we leave, weôll go back through Istanbul.ò We had always pictured going 

home through Switzerland where we had left things, so on the way we 

went to Istanbul. We werenôt going to stay with these people, we werenôt 

going to impose, and we stayed in a pretty nice hotel, but Sue got attacked 

by bed bugs. So that next morning we called the woman and the next day 

we found ourselves living in this place on the Bosphorus, this big 

apartment. Among other things Fritz said, ñIf you ever want to go back by 

shipðI charter whole ships to take chrome ore back to the US and I can 

put you on one of the ships.ò 

 We didnôt stay too long in Istanbul, we wanted to travel in Europe. And it 

turned out he had a friend in Frankfurt who had the business of chauffeur-

driven cars, and he said if we got to Frankfurt where we had another 

friend, Lou Radner, who was teaching American soldiersðthis man 

would help us. Our picture was to buy a Volkswagen and drive around, 

and eventually wanted to go to Finland and see Aalto. ñLet me know,ò he 
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said, ñand Iôll let you know when thereôs a freighter.ò So we bought an old 

VW with seats that folded back so we could sleep in it. We stayed with 

Lou, in the bachelor officerôs quarters in Frankfurt. We had bought some 

goatskin rugs in Istanbul and we spread them on the floor and slept on 

them. Dogs were not allowed in the BOQ but the strict German maid kept 

asking Lou, ñWhereôs the hundli?ò She was sure we had a dog!  

From there we went north and camped out a lot of the days. Eventually we 

got all the way up to Finland, stayed in Finland, and there we found we 

could go into Russia. They had just opened Russia up, and individuals 

rather than groups could visit for two weeks. We left the car in a town in 

Finland and went by rain into Leningrad where I was also able to meet 

some CIAM people and help them reconnect. When we got back to 

Finland, there was a message saying that if we got to Istanbul by 

September, Fritz could put us on the Fethiye, and the crossing to 

Baltimore would take twenty-nine days. 
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Interview 6: October 5, 2010  

[Tape 10: Side A] 

 

Riess: In a note to me you list the topic ñMarriage and a New World.ò I think 

about youðin this narration youôre barely in your thirties and youôve 

done so much! 

Bender: Yes, and I think part of that is hitting me now, and maybe itôs a 

combination of being eighty and realizing that weôre dealing with Sueôs 

cancer, and my second son will be fifty this yearðthese may have been 

the good times. [laughter] 

Riess: Well, seriously. 

Bender: But mostly realizing how much was going on in that fifteen-year period, 

but even the ten years, or the period from when we got back to New York 

to when we went to Californiaðso much was going on in my life, 

professional life, personal life, the world changing. 

Riess: People talk about the fifties as being kind of a wonderful, gentle time 

compared to the sixties. 

Bender: Well, in our case, my case, the fifties was such an opportunity to open up, 

to go to school in a way I couldnôt todayðthat we could get married and 

go off on a lark almost. And I look at it as the adventures we had, but itôs 

also the learning, what was soaked in just from living, exploring together, 

seeing other ways of being and doing, and the richness of it. The other 

evening we saw some corny movie about Juliet and they go back, she goes 

to Verona [Letters to Juliet]ðand thereôs this picture, theyôre driving 

through the Tuscan countryside and they go to Sienna, and whew, boy did 

it all look glorious. 

It was not just the beautiful picture of Italian hill towns and countryside, 

but thereôs a kind of rhythm that comes with being in Italyðthe feeling of 

sitting at a friendôs house on his porch and feeling the heat and hearing the 

buzzing of insects and looking out and realizing that everything weôre 

going to have for dinner is out there, the olive trees, the vines and animals, 

the plants. If you have been lucky enough to have, and to have shared, 

days like that they will always be part of you. 

Riess: Well, Italians do live. Their life is dedicated to the living of it. Itôs 

different isnôt it? 

Bender: Yes, and the thingðI just had a message from my friend Paolo Ceccarelli. 

I knew him from MIT. He eventually became the dean of the school in 

Venice and then Ferrara. His wife got interested in womenôs issues and 

the family spent a quarter at Santa Cruz. Laura eventually became a 

senator in Italy, and then the minister of families. And Sue used to joke 
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that Paolo is like his name, Ceccarelli, Ceccarelli, Ceccarelliðheôs 

moving around, like ñThe Little Engine that Could.ò Yet when youôre 

having dinner or youôre talking to him heôs completely there. Youôre in a 

room and heôs there. It is different from what I experience here when Iôm 

with someone in a restaurant and they look aroundðñOh, whoôs here?ò 

Heôs with you, and the Italians have both of those sides, which I love. 

Knowing how Italians are different from us, from the French, who are 

different from the Dutchðthat was also a lesson. 

But anyway, we got back to New York. And it was an excitement and it 

was a shock. It suddenly seemed very small in some ways and very big in 

other ways. We knew we wanted to be in the city and found a place on 

35
th
 Street, just between Park and Madison. We actually hadðit had been 

the parlor of a five-story brownstone, and it had been cut in half so that 

the wall ran through a plate on the ceiling where you could see half of 

where the chandelier had been. We had one half and someone else had the 

other. Sue got a job teaching at New Rochelle High School, so she could 

walk from our apartment to Grand Central and take the train to New 

Rochelle.  

And I started looking for a job. I had hoped that I would be able to work 

for Wiener and Sert.  

Riess: That had been talked about. 

Bender: It had been talked about, but it had gotten complicated. Sert had moved 

the architecture part of the office to Boston when he became dean of the 

Graduate School of Design, and the biggest project they had been working 

on was the master plan for Havana, which was commissioned by Batista, 

and Castro had come in, and so it was on hold in a way. But while we are 

talking about this, eventually, after we were no longer involved, the US 

was blocking visits to Cuba and the Cubans who had worked for Wiener 

and Sert asked us not to contact them. We followed things through the 

Swiss ambassador who told us that much of the plan was followed by 

Castro, but with changes of use. High-end neighborhoods became 

residential schools, for instance. 

But back in New York I decided that I ought to know what a real office 

looked like. And one of the first people IðIôm not sure how I got the 

interview with him, but I went to talk to Ralph Walker. At that point he 

had just been picked, or right around then he was picked, as Architect of 

the Century by the AIA. He was the president of the national AIA. 

Voorhees Foley Walker was the name of the office and they did all the 

buildings for the telephone company and institutional buildings. He was 

an elegant old man with a shock of white hair and bright eyes. Anyway, I 

found myself talking to him and I had a lovely talk. 

Riess: A job interview? 

Bender: Yes. I had my portfolio, and I met this white-haired man in a wood-

paneled office like you would picture from another world, and he was 
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suddenly telling me about his search for a job and his interview. He spoke 

to Richard Morris Hunt, who was one of the turn of the century great 

architects. He had a lovely talk with him, and at the end Hunt offered him 

a cup of tea and he said, ñI canôt give you a job, but I know how hard it is. 

Iôll give you a cup of tea.ò And he sort of smiled at me and he said, 

ñWould you like a cup of tea?ò which was the nicest brush-off I ever had. 

[laughter] 

Riess: What was in your portfolio? 

Bender: Well, I had my thesis project, and I had drawings from the work in 

Europe. I had a few things showing my interest and my work in 

prefabrication and low-cost housing things Iôd begun with IBEC. 

Riess: Walkerôs firmðwas that a match for you? Would that ever have been? 

Bender: Oh, well they were quite interested in the CERN things. They were 

interested in the thesis project. Everyone was interested in the thesis 

project because it was interesting and it showed that I could do the kind of 

drawings that would be part of competition drawings and things of that 

sort that young architects got put to work on. And they showed I could do 

technical things. Even the CERN work they were really interested in 

because they saw the next generation of laboratories.  

 I did discover, as I was talking to people, that those who get a job right 

away are not necessarily the lucky ones, because I really had an education 

in that week or so. I saw maybe fifteen offices and stopped in and saw 

different people, and I realized how much I learned in doing that, and that 

people are usually so focused on getting the job that they donôt realize that 

theyôre getting a really interesting opportunity to learn something. 

Riess: Thatôs what they say about interviewing for a job, that you should 

interview the person whoôs interviewing you. Probably you were able to 

sit back and do that after a bit. 

Bender: Well, when youôre first out of school you donôt really feel so much that 

you have that power. But just the being there and seeing how different 

people approach the work, and what they do. 

 I think I mentioned thatðwe talked about that I did take the job at Pereira 

and Luckman, because they were doing the Prudential Center in Back 

Bay. It was interesting for a while because I got to see a big office like 

that and I got to see how they went about that. I also got a chance to work 

on the master planning aspects, which is the thing I was interested in, as 

well as all different kinds of buildings at the Prudential Center. But when 

they gotðeventually they got the job to do Madison Square Garden on the 

site of Penn Station and thatôs about the time that they told me that I had a 

future with the firm, and I realized I didnôt want that future. I didnôt want 

to be involved with putting something on top of what was left of Penn 

Station, which still was a scar, and I realized that I didnôt want to be in 

that kind of corporate setting. 
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Riess: That was a controversial tearing down. 

Bender: Oh, the tearing down was really controversial. 

Riess: Iôm wondering how much the lefty part of you determined your course. 

Not thatðor would you never characterize yourself as a lefty? 

Bender: Oh, yes. Recently I heard Michael Krasny telling someone in an interview 

he was a red diaper baby. I never heard that expression before. Iôm not a 

red diaper baby I still feel Iôm an old lefty in some ways.  

Riess: But you couldnôt do that kind of work, you felt? 

Bender: I realized in working on the Prudential Center, which didnôt have theðor 

at least if it did I didnôt understand so much the negative connotations that 

I felt with Penn Stationðthat that was not something I wanted to be 

doing.  

However, I should talk about that experience with Luckman. I was 

working for Charles Luckman and William Pereira in Pereira Luckman, 

and then it became Luckman. Luckman had been the president of Lever 

Brothers, and one of the most successful businessmen in the world. He 

was trained as an architect. He came out of school in the Depression, and 

the only job he could get was a door-to-door salesman, and he worked at 

Pepsodent, I think. He worked his way up through the soap business to be 

the president of Lever Brothers International. But at one point he said, 

ñItôs a waste of time to put money into research. Weôre going to go ahead 

with the soap business.ò And they decided not to go into detergents, and 

Lever Brothers collapsed and he was out of a job.  

And as the story goes, William Pereira, one of his architecture classmates 

who had moved to California and had a very successful practice, sent 

Luckman one of his old drawings and said, ñThis guy used to be a pretty 

good architect. Howôd you like to join our firm?ò So then you got this 

high-powered businessman and a Hollywood architectðBill Pereira won 

Academy Awards as well as doing buildings and the first plan for the UC 

San Diego Campus. 

 But mostly it was because of Luckmanôs abilities as a salesman that they 

got the job to do whatôs now the Prudential Center in Boston. And that 

had been the last project I worked on with Hugh Stubbins and Walter 

Bogner at Harvard as a school project. In our last year all the planners, the 

landscape architects, and the architects all worked together on ñBack Bayò 

and came up with a scheme. And so when I came back from Europe, and I 

was looking for a job, they actually came after me, because I had so much 

experience on the site and I knew something about it. I went to work there 

and I realized, this is a terrible place! I donôt want to work in an office like 

this! 

In some ways I was in a good position, because I was one of the few 

designers. But every Fridayðwe were in the Villard Houses, that group of 
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now historic houses behind St. Patrickôs Cathedral that had been a 

mansion. At one point, years after this, The Architecture Center was in 

there. They just moved out, and now itôs the entrance, actually, to the 

Helmsley Hotel. We had the offices on the ground floor that had been the 

residence of Cardinal Spellman.  

Riess: Why was it a terrible place? 

Bender: Luckman didnôt believe in keeping people around when they werenôt all 

active, so if anything slowed, theyôd lay people off and then theyôd hire 

people back. And they also believed that it was a bad influence to have 

people who had been fired hanging around. Luckman was ahead of his 

time with that! [laughter] So every Friday, at four oôclock, there was a 

loudspeaker system, and it would start calling people and asking them to 

come to the secretary who was the secretary of the man who was firing. 

And people would get laid off and leave. It came to the point where every 

Friday we would have a lunch we called ñTo Whom It May Concern.ò 

And we would have a farewell dinner and no one knew who was going to 

be fired. There was one woman who stopped coming in on Fridays till 

they caught on. Sometimes theyôd call people two weeks later and hire 

them back and some people came, because they hadnôt found a job. I used 

to travel to meetings and presentations with Luckman. I was working at 

one point on the new hotel at the Prudential Center, and we used to go up 

there for meetings. It was a Sheraton Hotel, but the land belonged to the 

Hotel Corporation of America. Weôd go up on the Eastern Airlines Shuttle 

and weôd sit next to each other, and on the shuttle you got a cup of coffee, 

but Luckman would always get a meal. It was like magic. We werenôt 

sitting in a special section, necessarily. 

Riess: It just came? 

Bender: It just came, and sometimes heôd give me some. Then on the way to the 

meeting heôd sort of shake his head and look at me and heôd stick some 

colored pencils in my jacket pocket. ñYou have to look like a designer,ò 

he would say. And on the way back if I got a meal Iôd know that I did 

well. But at any rate, at one point after Iôd been there for almost a year he 

called me in, and I thought, oh maybe this is the end. And he said, ñYou 

know, Iôve been thinking. Youôve got a future with this company. Youôre 

doing really well. Iôm really pleased with you.ò And I said, ñYou know, 

Iôm going to quit.ò I told him, ñI donôt think I can stay more than two 

weeks. Iôm going to have to find another job.ò 

 And thatôs when I went to work with William Lescaze, who had a smaller 

office, one that felt more like a studio rather than a corporation. That 

didnôt work for too long either, but it was beginning to be a step in the 

right direction. 

Riess: There wasnôt a way you couldðas we used to sayðwork from within? 

With Pereira and Luckman? 
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Bender: I probably could have, but I donôt have the style to change an organization 

like that from the inside, and I wasnôt so interested in spending years 

doing it. I had one wonderful experience. One of the jobs I hadðI was 

working with a few other peopleðthe Prudential Center is on a platform, 

raised above what had been the Bay Railroad Yards. Thereôs a big 

highway that goes underneath it now, and in order to get from the street to 

the plaza or the platform there was going to be a grand stairway, the main 

stairway. There were also places where there are escalators that go up, but 

the main stairway was to be a major ñevent,ò that we were designing. I 

was the leader of the team. 

 At that point, Pereira was in Los Angeles and Luckman was in New York, 

and we were working on the Back Bay projects in New York. And I 

would have to send the designs for the stair to Pereira for approval. And 

he kept sending them back and he was revising them, weaving in palm 

trees and waterfalls, and my job was to get on the phone and say, ñYou 

canôt have palm trees and waterfalls in Boston. The winters are long and 

hard.ò Finally in one conversation he said, ñYou know. I donôt want to 

work on that project. You go ahead with it.ò And withinðit was not about 

that projectðbut within a month or two Pereira and Luckman split up, and 

Luckman carried on as Charles Luckman Associates. Pereira sold out, and 

he moved onto his boat, moved his practice onto his boat in San Pedro 

Harbor, and eventually came back with a successful practice doing what 

he did.  

Riess: So thatôs a model. 

Bender: Yes. I wasnôt able to move onto the boat, but I was looking for something 

more like that. I wanted to be in a place where I could know more about 

what was going on and bring into it more than what was put in front of 

me. I would have made that interesting in a different way. Iôm not sure it 

would have been palm trees, but it also wouldnôt have been what the 

Prudential Center turned out to be. 

 I have to tell you one other story because itôs justðat one point, when it 

became Charles Luckman Associates, Luckman would come flying in 

from all over the world, during that time when they had the job to do the 

Berlin Hilton, and eventually, Madison Square Garden. And Luckman had 

a hat designed, a cap designedðthis was before baseball capsða 

chauffeurôs cap, so that when he flew into the airport and the rented, 

chauffeur-driven car was there, the chauffeur would put on the hat that 

said, CLA, Charles Luckman Associates, and we would go to the meeting. 

And part of my job was to go out to the airport with the cap. I took the 

subway out to the airport with the cap, because usually the car was out 

there, and I didnôt get to ride out in the limousine. And then I would meet 

him and weôd give the chauffeur the cap and we would drive to the 

meetings. Prudentialôs offices were in Newark, and in one of those 

meetingsðit was a van, I guess, at that point, because the model for the 

Prudential Center was in the van.  
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On the drive out I was showing him some of the sketches and explaining 

what he was going to present to the board. And when we got to the 

parking lot in New Jersey I saidðthe model was all coveredðI said, ñDo 

you want to look at the model before we go in?ò And he said, ñNo. Donôt 

bother.ò And so this model is standing on the big conference table at the 

Prudential office, covered with a velvet cloth, and he talked for about an 

hour. I swear there were tears in some of their eyes as he was talking, and 

at the moment he whipped the cover off they applauded, they were so 

happy! They broke out in applause. Actually as he was describing it, he 

was saying things that were completely wrong. He had more hotel rooms, 

but somehow it didnôt matter. 

 Another time when we were in Boston at a meeting about the hotel he was 

doing a similar thing. He started saying, ñWell, itôs going to be the first 

thousand-room hotel in Boston,ò and it really was going to have about six 

hundred rooms. I started to correct him in the meeting and he kicked me 

under the table. He said something else and I startedðand once again. So 

I was quiet on the way back. He said, ñDonôt ever do that again.ò And that 

was one of the times I didnôt have a meal on the plane. It was another 

world. That was much more Mad Menðwhat Mad Men is today. 

 The office included a guy named Bob Jackson. I still remember his name. 

Bob Jackson had worked for Disney and he did wonderful watercolors, 

and heôd be flown out to New York when we needed a rendering to sell a 

project. He would start the rendering even before he left. He was famous 

for his backgrounds. He would put the watercolor on this big board when 

it was very wet, and he would start to move the board around to get the 

clouds and sky, and heôd block in the hotel before heôd seen any designs! 

And then heôd come to the New York offices and heôd work overnight so 

it would be ready to present the next morning. So it was pretty clear I 

wasnôt going to stay there, but it was a terrific lesson for me. 

Riess: I hear more and more how much architects are salesmen and very 

articulate about what theyôre doing, whether itôs true or not, that they 

really have to talk the talk. I had thought of them more on the side of 

inspiration, artists, with few words. But theyôre men of many words, arenôt 

they? 

Bender: Well, but they were really different. Itôs more and more words, but if you 

look back in the history, Daniel Burnham and the people in Chicago who 

changed the world in the 1890s were very dramatic. I suspect 

Michelangelo and his generation had their own powers with popes and the 

Medici. 

 So I ended up talking to and then working for William Lescaze, who was 

a very different, interesting man. Heôs a Swiss who came here, maybe in 

the late twenties or early thirties, and brought modern architecture, 

International Style with him as a young revolutionary. He settled in New 

York where he renovated a brownstone with glass block, and it was a 

famous building. People still walk by and see it, the first glass block house 

in New York. The office was in the basement and he lived upstairs. It was 
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just off Third Avenue in whatôs called Turtle Bay. And it was really 

interesting just to see Turtle Bay. It was a whole block of brownstones, 

basically, and they had a common backyard. Spencer Tracy and Katharine 

Hepburn lived in one of them. Ben [Bernard Harper] Friedman, who was a 

writer, an expert on Jackson Pollock but then he became a novelist, and he 

was from the Uris family of developers, with Lescaze I designed a studio 

for him, a few houses down the street from the office. 

Riess: Turtle Bay is where in the city? 

Bender: Itôs right between 49
th
 and 50

th
 Street.  

I was seeing then that you could live in the city in a really urban way, and 

then goðthe Lescazes used to go out to Connecticut, Sharon I think, on 

weekends. By the time I worked for him he was getting to be a little bit 

crusty, past his prime. He was over the hill professionally. But he still had 

a spark. In the thirties he had designed the PSFS Building in Philadelphia, 

which is a landmark office tower. I worked on a couple of things that he 

had in the office, the studio for Ben Friedman and an addition to the 

Lescaze landmark house for Dorothy Norman. Dorothy Norman was a 

famous intellectual figure in New York, and Lescaze had done another 

modern townhouse renovation for her previously, and I got to do the 

renovation for that and to add a music studio onto it.  

Then he asked me if I wanted to take on the lead role in a project for the 

Dworman brothers, who were the epitome of New York builders. They 

could have been cast in a movie, their language, their shape, they looked 

and talked right out of ñGuys and Dolls.ò They would come in and say, ñI 

love it,ò and the next day they would come in and say, ñI showed it to my 

wife and she said thereôs not enough closets,ò and these were big New 

York apartment buildings. But they were going to branch out and do a tall 

building on Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles, and at that point there 

were practically no tall apartment houses. If you go on that strip of 

Wilshire Boulevard now, you can hardly findðitôs called the Churchill 

[Apartments] still. They wanted to push the limit, and the limit then was 

you couldnôt build anything higher than thirteen stories. The limit had 

changed because of what you could do with steel and what you could do 

with concrete, and about earthquakes. So it was a thirteen-story building 

on Wilshire Boulevard. There was a little bit of a slope, and we did a real 

1930s modern building with strip windows and a blue tile strip on the end 

and balconiesða nice building. I go back, itôs still there. Itôs harder to 

find now because itôs been sort of swallowed by the next generation of 

towers. But as I drive or walk by I like it more than I did then.  

While we were working on it, Victor Gruenôs office got a job to do a 

similar size building across the street. We were asked to consult with them 

because people in Los Angeles didnôt know about high-rise apartments, 

and Lescaze had had that experience and the Dworman brothers had that 

experience. So I got to be an advisor on that building. But the biggest 

experience when I first went outðI went out with the two brothers, and to 

fly to Los Angeles in those days was a big deal, and by then Michael was 
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on the way. One of the first things they wanted me to do was go to the 

building department and get everything straightened out with the building 

codes and permits. They said, ñDonôt worry. Do whatever it takes.ò 

Riess: Implying? 

Bender: Implying, ñWeôll pay.ò My first impression when I walked into the 

building department, I couldnôt believe it. Everyone had on a white shirt 

and a tie. In New York the building department looked like a zoo. In L.A. 

I spoke to really professional people who were interested in the design, 

and they told me what you had to do and they said, ñIt looks fine. Youôll 

have to get more engineering because itôs a big building for us. Weôre not 

used to thirteen floors or concrete.ò I went out in the street and I told them 

[Dwormans] there was no question of ñovertimeò or a bribe. They 

screamed, ñYou blew it, you blew it!ò And I said I didnôt have to bribe 

them. I said, ñItôs okay, itôs okay,ò and they couldnôt believe it. [laughter] 

It went up, and it went up without any complications, and as far as I know 

people are still happy in it. In the Victor Gruen building across the street 

they took more of a gamble, and they actually made mostly duplex 

apartments so that they had balconies and two floors. It looked flashy 

then, sort of dated today. But again, I got to see California. 

Riess: Yes, Southern California. 

Bender: A really different California than later when I came here.  

Riess: You mentioned Ben Friedman and Dorothy Norman, did you like working 

with clients, the individual? 

Bender: A that point I was fascinated by people like these developers. There was 

another developer we worked with. Lescaze was at the point in his career 

where a developer would ask him to do a building, and thenðit turned 

outðthey would use the drawings and designs to sell the property, to 

show what buyers could do on the site, how many floors, how many 

square feet. 

I didnôt understand that, because Francis Kleban came inðthat was his 

name. He had a property between Park and Lexington in the forties, a big 

piece of the block, and he wanted to do a fifty-story office building. I only 

had a weekend and two days to make drawings and work the zoning out. 

We made these renderings and the whole thing. 

Riess: And were you in on the presentation? 

Bender: I was in on the presentation, and I got to know Francis Kleban who, I 

donôt know how he came to tell me this, but he explained at one point how 

he always inspected buildings under construction in a bad light, to weaken 

the contractor in the arguments. 

Riess: Say that again. 
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Bender: Well, Iôm trying to figure out whatôs the right word. He wanted to 

overpower the contractor, so he said you always go to inspect the 

brickwork at noon when the sun is high and the shadows show every 

defect. He was a man in his seventies probably, and he said, ñIf thereôs a 

freshly made partition wall in an office building, even at my age, if you 

lean back and you get your foot high enough and kick the wall about three 

feet high before itôs fully set, itôll collapse.ò [laughter] So I was getting a 

real lesson in New York in this. But I also realized that was not what I 

wanted to do. 

Riess: No. 

Bender: I was able to, and Iôm still trying to remember who introduced me 

originally, but I got a part-time teaching job at the night school at 

Columbia, which was another important experience. In order to get your 

degree at Columbia in the night school you had to go ten years at night, 

and then to get the degree you had to go full-time for a year.  

Riess: Thatôs an architecture degree? 

Bender: An architecture degree. Those nights at Columbia everyone would be 

sitting on these high stools at the drafting table, after being at high stools 

at the drafting table at work all day, and every once in a while someone 

would fall asleep and fall off the stool! But again, they were really 

interested, and they were particularly interested comingðmost of them 

were draftsmen in the daytime and they were hungry to talk about bigger 

ideas. I realized that I enjoyed and wanted to teach and I wanted to do 

something that hadðI was understanding I wanted a different kind of 

practice and a different kind of life than what seemed the main stream. 

 Michael was born in 1960, and we realized as he was on the way that we 

couldnôt continue living in that little apartment, so we moved to an 

apartment in Brooklyn Heights where we had two bedrooms. 

Riess: Were you very involved with the respective families? I mean now you 

were back in home territory. 

Bender: Well, the first couple of weeks we lived with Sueôs family in the Bronx. 

They were very nice, but we realized itôs a good thing we went away for 

two years. At one point Sueôs father complained that I wasnôt taking out 

the garbage and Sue for some reason, defensive, said, ñMy husbandôs so 

delicate. I wouldnôt ask my sensitive husband to take out the garbage.ò 

And I had been taking out the garbage for years! I donôt know where all 

that came from. But we realized, and I think you find it with yourðwith 

our children, you raise your children for something and they become 

different than you. They have a lot of you but they also donôt want to 

continue being your children or become you. 

 But we had a close relationship with both sets of parents, and the parents 

knew each other, so we would do some things, family things. Both 

families were pretty big; my mother had brothers and sisters in the family. 
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Once I was back, I was working not far from my father and occasionally 

would have lunch with him, which was a nice experience. Once I did a 

small design for renovating the offices he had, the Napier Company on 

Fifth Avenue. He was proud of that. It made me feel good. As the children 

came along we were involved with the family even more. 

 The move to Brooklyn Heights was interesting because it put me more in 

touch with the left side of my family who lived in a big house in Brooklyn 

Heights. At one point they lived on the promenade that looks out across 

the river at Wall Street. But then they lived in the older part of Brooklyn 

Heights near the church where Reverend Melish was. In the place we were 

living at the foot of Brooklyn Bridge you could look up and see the office 

buildings in Lower Manhattan, and in almost all of the families in 

Concord Village the men were beginning employees in the big law firms 

or big business firms. They were all under terrible pressure about whether 

they would make it as a partner, and in the evening you could look up and 

see the lights in the offices, and they were all looking, the women were all 

lookingðare the men coming home?  

Riess: Like the widowôs walk, looking for the mariner husbands! Well you could 

have been feeling that way yourself. 

Bender: Yes, but I wasnôt. There wasnôt a test at the end. I was not trying to make 

partner, or feeling that my life was hanging by a thread on that decision. I 

was able to have different kinds of experiences. There was a culture of 

architecture where when someone was doing a project and needed help in 

the presentation people would get called in to help. And so during that 

time I met George Nelson for the first time, who was knownðeventually 

he became really important in my life and our life. But he was designing 

the kitchen for the US Pavilion at the 1959 American National Exhibition 

in Moscow. It was where the Kitchen Debates took place between 

Khrushchev and Nixon. 

Riess: Ah yes, thatôs right, yes. 

Bender: A few of us would go over and help them with some of the drawings for 

that, and we went there sometimes to help with other things. But it felt 

much lighter, and you could do it or not do it. We were doing it because it 

was fun, a chance to learn. And the experience of George Nelson was a 

great treat. 

Riess: When Michael came along then Sue wasnôt working? 

Riess: Well, Sue stopped workingðNew Rochelle had a policy, like so many 

places, once a pregnant woman started to ñshowò she couldnôt teach in 

high school. And you couldnôt come back for three months afterwards. 

Michael came at a perfect time. She taught in the fall and didnôt teach in 

the spring semester. He was born in May, and she was going to go back to 

teaching in September, but the whole thing went very nicely. Actually, 

when she stopped teaching she started to go to Greenwich House in 
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Greenwich Village, which is a really good ceramics center, and she started 

learning ceramics and enjoying doing ceramics. 

Riess: She just picked that up as a craft? 

Bender: Yes, and again, how we both work that way is to meet someone or do 

something or feel an opportunity and then knowing whatôs right. She 

really felt it was rightðI mean, you feel it in your hands when you touch 

it, you move it. She had the free spirit to not worry. Everyone was 

working on the wheel, and she never was interested in the wheel. She built 

things by hand, loved to have her hands in the clay. 

Riess: She was interested in sculpture? 

Bender: She was making pots. Well, it became sculpture reallyðactually she was 

making sculpture. In the house you can see someðshe was making odd-

shaped pieces that were nice. And then we would put some of them 

together with a pipe through them and makeðweôve got one in the living 

room that was done that way, a kind of totem. She made as many 

sculptures as pots. We still have an oldðweather-beaten because itôs been 

outsideðfigure of a pregnant woman that she was working on at that 

point. But she really felt this was something more, and also decided, or 

somehow we decidedðMichael seemed so easy, and he was a pleasure, 

no trouble, very little trouble. So we said, ñWell, letôs have another one 

quicker and take care of them together.ò Which has all worked out well in 

some ways, except when they started to move it was more complicated. 

Michael was walking by the time David came, eleven months apart, ñIrish 

twins.ò By that point we realized we didnôt want Brooklyn, we wanted to 

be in New York. The distance was more than the distanceðyou could say 

you could just get on the subwayðthere was an invisible wall. 

[End Tape 10: Side A] 

 

[Begin Tape 10: Side B] 

  

Riess: So then you came back into the city. 

Bender: Yes. Right about the time that Michael was born Walter Bogner, who had 

been one of my teachers at Harvard, told me the Association of Collegiate 

Schools of Architecture was having a seminar for people who were 

already teaching or were interested in teaching. And it was most of a week 

in Saranac LakeðI think it was Saranac Lakeðin the Adirondacks. It had 

been an old Rockefeller estate, like a camp. Bogner said I could go if I 

wanted, that he had a nomination or whatever. It meant leaving a very 

young Michael with the parents, not so easy, but Sue and I went and it was 

really interesting and proved to be another turning point.  

I first met Jerry McCue there. I think he had just become chairman of 

Architecture at Berkeley. He looked like a little kid. I met Roger 

Montgomery who Iôd known when he was at Harvard. I think he was still 
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at St. Louis, hadnôt come to Berkeley yet. And Charles Moore was there 

and people like James [M.] Fitch who early understood about green 

environment in architecture. Fitch was more a historian than a 

philosopher, but way before it became popular. He eventually taught at 

Columbia and set up their preservation program. 

Riess: What kind of a conference was it? What was the point?  

Bender: It was the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture trying to 

think about teachingðyou know, almost all the schools had moved to 

being about modern architecture as opposed to the Beaux Arts teaching as 

well as form. And yet there was not much of a sharing of experience or a 

looking at how teaching was done. This was a chance to bring teachers 

together. There were peopleðone of the SOM partners was there and 

talking about how their office worked. 

Riess: They were talking about how schools can better serve architecture firms? 

Bender: And that architecture was a way of life and that schools and professionals 

could learn from each other. For me it made teaching much more 

interesting, to see it in the light that you could be part, again, of a 

transformation that was taking place, a reinvention. And at the same time 

at Columbia I was bothðthe school was in a really bad place then. There 

was a lot of the Beaux Arts left. Percival Goodman, who tried to move it, 

was so frustrated. 

Riess: Percival Goodmanðthe name itself has a Beaux Arts ring to it. 

Bender: But Percy was a major force in moving Columbia ahead. He was a mentor 

to many people. Ray Lifchez, he was a big influence on Ray. He 

[Goodman] was a man of great spirit, and another really1930s lefty. I was 

more influenced, and still am more touched in my thinking, by his brother 

Paul. They wrote Communitas:[Means of Livelihood and Way of Life] 

together, which was looking at different kinds of utopian futures. 

Riess: Paul Goodman? 

Bender: Paul Goodman and Percival Goodman. Paul Goodman wrote a book 

which was much more important to me. I forgot what it was called, but the 

subtitle was something like Teenagers Growing up in a World where 

There are No Men. [Growing up Absurd] He wrote a book on space, in 

which he looked at how different religions or different professions or 

different people use space, the difference between the traditional Jewish 

synagogue with the people around the pulpit, the original church in which 

there was a little nave where pilgrims came, but the service was focused 

around an altar. He looked at a psychiatristôs officeðthe ones where you 

sat and looked at the psychiatrist or you lie down on a couch.  

At any rate, again I saw people from outside the field looking at the field 

in interesting ways. The teenage boys [referring to Growing up Absurd], I 

think it was really interesting, because more and more I was feeling the 
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work in the city, the buildings were what I could do, but you could look at 

them as the product or you could look at them as the way you could use 

the buildings as a tool to do more. And that eventually got me interested in 

a man named Jim [James P.] Morton who was the bishop at St. John the 

Divine near Columbia. And Jim Morton had been at, Iôm trying to get 

clear whether itôs JimðI think he was at architecture school for a while 

and he was interested in doing something about that Upper Manhattan 

neighborhood. Eventually he began to use neighborhood kids. He brought 

stonemasons from Europe to train local kids to learn a trade while 

building the church. And out of that came some of the ideas for what 

became UHAB, Urban Homesteading Assistance Board. 

I was talking yesterday on the phone to Fred Schwartz, who was a student 

here. Heôs practicing in New York now, and heôs a man of good spirit 

whoðheôs working on the proposals for Haiti for housing. I was telling 

him that when I was in architecture school, William LeMessurier, the 

engineer of the Citicorp Building, who was one of my advisors, would 

quote from Hardy Cross that ñstructure is essential and otherwise 

unimportant.ò And I was saying to Fred that in looking at the Haiti 

project, that the house is essential and otherwise unimportant. Meaning 

you can use the house and building the house to train people to be 

builders; you can use the house and the group of people it takes to make 

the house to make a community and to begin to improve infrastructure. 

 This is getting off the track, but we talked actually about [Norman] Foster. 

One of the projects that Foster showed very briefly, and has just been 

published [New York Times, September 26, 2010], is this new town, they 

call it, in Abu Dhabi [Masdar]. 

Riess: I wanted to ask you about that. 

Bender: Yes, and you know this is my problem with Foster. There are so many 

wonderful things in this project, but itôs not a town, and theyôre building 

this from outside for people who are going to move into this very high-

tech thing. 

Riess: All I can think of when I look at it is the edges. 

Bender: Well, itôs interesting about the edges, that thereôs where the life is. And 

this is what weôre coming to in a sense that I wanted to talk about. When I 

was living in Greenwich Village you realized you could transform the 

living city to the next level with the richness that was there. If Foster, or 

his client, had been brave enough to take on the adjacent one square mile 

of busy narrow streets and all the mixture of uses, and evolve that into this 

high-tech thing over time, that would have been a masterpiece. But this is 

just one more new town scheme. You know the original new town 

schemes outside of Paris, and in Finland and in Sweden, the technique 

was the high-speed train that came out from the city into the center. Now 

the technique is the little cars running around in tunnels underneath and 

solar power and all of that. 
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Riess: Yes, but you know the hooker was this looks so beautiful. 

Bender: Iôm sure the buildings will be beautiful. But from Corbusierôs Chandigarh 

to Brazilia, to recent examples, cities of beautiful buildings without 

community fail. Itôs hard for me to picture that thereôs going to be life in 

Masdar. Thereôs the whole issue of a gated communityðand itôs going to 

be built in sections of more luxury, less luxury. 

Riess: You think something like this could be an opportunity to practice what 

youôre talking about. 

Bender: It could be a wonderful opportunity, yes. And I think now that the focus 

has shifted more to China, you can do it in China, in East Asia. You might 

be able to take on places in Malaysia and India where you have the 

population and the life and the energy and the density. So far most of the 

new towns have been how you go out and make a town in an empty place, 

not how you build on seed, on urban life. 

Riess: Why were we talking about Fred Schwartz?  

Bender: Well, I think I was saying I was beginning to understand that you had the 

opportunity to do more than what youôre doing when you design a 

building. You can build a church and you can hire people to repair a 

church, or you can make the community better by training the young 

people to be craftsmen. You can build houses for people in Haiti, or you 

can design a process that builds community and a path to growth and 

change. 

Riess: When did this idea jell, would you say, for you? 

Bender: I think I was involved in it for a long time before I understood that thatôs 

what I was seeing. But it was in this period, and it also had to do with how 

deeply you take on what youôre doing. One of the experiences I had 

during the time I was doing the night school at Columbiaða new dean 

[Charles Colbert] came who was going to help modernize it, and he had 

this good idea, to have a program called the Four Great Makers, and they 

had four big events during the year in which they were going to invite 

Corbusier and Gropius and Mies van der Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright.  

Riess: Did they call them the four great makers? 

Bender: Makers, yes. Well, Frank Lloyd Wright was already dead but they were 

going to have an exhibition, or maybe he died right around then. Mies 

wouldnôt come, but someone from his office and IIT came. But Gropius 

came and Corbusier came, and that was a wonderful story. I learned more 

of it later. Corbusier said heôd come if they would have an exhibition. He 

said heôd come and he would stay for all this and give a lecture, but he 

wanted the exhibition to be at the Guggenheim, and he wanted an 

exhibition of his paintings. It was his ambition to have his paintings at the 

Guggenheim and they worked that out somehow.  
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I remember I came in to Avery Hall the night he was going to talk at 

Columbia, and I went up to the drafting room and everyone was sitting at 

the table drafting. I said what are you doing here? They said, ñWell, this 

assignmentôs due.ò And I said, ñCome on!ò And finally some of themðI 

said, ñIôm going,ò and only a few of them came. They said, ñWell, I wonôt 

have time to do it another time. Iôm going to work.ò And that was sad, and 

also it gave me a picture, again, of if Iôm going to teach, thatôs not the way 

I want to teach. I want to be able to have people who are able to engage 

inðit wasnôt against those peopleðthey had every [reason], but I was the 

wrong person for that.  

Riess: You say in your notesðCorbusier was inspired by Michaelôs blocks? 

Bender: Oh, yes, it was the other way around. Paul Wiener was Michaelôs 

godfather, and Corbusier came for this Great Makers thing right after 

Michael was born. At some point Paul apparently said to Corbusier, ñI 

have to get a present for my godchild,ò and he was going to go to F.A.O. 

Schwartz. Corbusier said, ñDid you know that they make blocks based on 

the Modular?ò And so Paul bought this set of blocks based on the Modular 

for Michael. And again, you said something about connectionsðthings 

come together in funny ways that keep tying back or cutting into things. 

Riess: Yes, and we have to get you moving towards Amagansett. 

Bender: Well, David was born a year later. In that time living in New YorkðI 

mean in Manhattan, I keep calling Manhattan New Yorkðwe had met 

Peter and Carol Moore through our dentist, a blind date with another 

young couple who lived on the next block, and we became really good 

friends. They lived on 36
th
 Street and we lived on 35

th
 Street. They had a 

boy and a girl who were about the same age as Michael and then David 

would be. We decided to rent a house with them on Long Beach Island in 

New Jersey for a week or two that summer, maybe it was longer. And that 

got us thinking about how you could live a life where you lived, you 

know, how a small New York apartment could be bigger, in a different 

way, than having a bigger apartment. Weôd have a small apartment with 

almost no windows, and then we would go out in the country and have 

something else. 

 Two years we rented, the first year on Long Beach Island, which has a lot 

of mosquitoes. I remember we used to try to bribe the jeep driver of the 

spray truck to come up our driveway. And one year we bribed him so well 

that he came upðand weôd offer him a drink, so heôd come in while it 

was sprayingðand then we realized that David, who was our little baby, 

was out on the porch. [laughter] So we said we canôt continue here. And 

another year we went to Hampton Bays, which is on the way out to East 

Hampton, and this became more and more interesting. 

 At that point I had decided to leave Lescaze and decided to go to work 

with Paul. It wasnôt clear whether there was a real job there or not, but 

there were things I could do and they were in the range of the things I was 

interested in. It seemed like a future that I wanted more than the other. 
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Riess: You had always been in dialogue with him. 

Bender: I had been in dialogue with him. The roots of where he and Sert were 

were interesting to me in another way. I realized he didnôt have an office, 

it was a studio, it was different in that way. And the people who worked in 

the office over the years were mostly people like I would have been in 

another country. Minoru Takeyama came, who eventually became one of 

the top Japanese architects. Carl Pruscha came from Vienna, and he 

eventually became the head of the Royal Academy in Vienna. And 

Christian Wolff came from Germany, and he became the chief planner of 

Munich. 

Riess: This idea of a studio and not an office, was this a European model? 

Bender: Well, it was also an American model, but Americans had been movingð

after the war architecture moved from studios more and more to a 

corporate form. For me it was a way of thinking as much as an 

organizational form. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: One of the things that fascinated me with Luckman is when he took over 

Pereira and Luckman, he immediately structured the office to parallel the 

structure of the companies he worked with. So that when we dealt with 

Prudential, we knew who was on whose level, who should talk to a vice 

president or people of that sort. The SOM office, when I went to see it, 

had a whole floor full of draftsmen. I.M. Pei had started with a studio 

advising William Zeckendorf, the developer, but by that time Pei also had 

an office that was doing corporate work, and there was a floor of 

draftsmen and then there were places for designers, for project managers, 

and general office support. 

Riess: I.M. Pei. Was he sort of a phenomenon then?  

Bender: I met him early. Actually I met him at the time that he was with 

Zeckendorfôs office, because thatôs when I was with Harrison in the pre-

UN days, and weôd go over there sometimes. He was originally advising 

Zeckendorf, the developer. He came from Taiwan, from a high-level 

Chinese family that fled to Taiwan, and then he came to the US to school, 

which is another whole story. He thought he was going to go to MIT but 

ended up at Harvard with Gropius for the same reason that I did, in a 

sense. Gropius was interested in prefabrication and worked with Pei on a 

project to design a portable, movable, basically propaganda structure that 

could move to different villages. 

Riess: Oh, how interesting! 

Bender: But he was starved for an opportunity to build, and he was a really 

talented man, and a wonderful man. More recently, my friend both from 

Harvard and ever since, Fumihiko Maki, did an interview of Pei and 

published a little book, I.M. Pei, Words for the Future, in which they talk 
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about their experiences at Harvard during those days and what it was all 

like.  

Pei eventually became the chairman of the advisory board at MIT. He was 

influential in my being invited to MIT about two years after I became 

dean at Berkeley. Bill Porter resigned and MIT asked me if Iôd be a 

candidate to be dean there. And that was through Pei and thatôs another 

whole story, but I decided at that point that I, well, I finally told the 

president that the problem is the environment and he said, ñOh, the 

winters arenôt that cold.ò [laughter] I meant the environment of the 

placeðyou walk down that long corridor, indoor corridor with all these 

engineers. Iôd been at Berkeley too long already.  

But that was really hard. I didnôt realize how hard it was, but Sue says I 

moped for a whole year afterwards. Because it was like if you have a 

dreamðat one point if you said what would it be like to be dean at MIT? I 

always said thatôs the top of the world, and then when you donôt want to 

do itðit was the first of a series of introspections about ñwhat I wanted to 

be when I grow up.ò 

Riess: Okay, so with Wiener and Sert. 

Bender: Well, one of the first things I worked on wasðPaul was designing a house 

in Amagansett for Babs Simpson. ñBabsò gives it away in a way. I learned 

about that world. Babs Simpson was one of the main editors at Vogue, and 

she was better at the part than whatôs her name who is now getting all that 

publicity, who was the model for the [Devil Wears] Prada movie. 

Riess: Anna Wintour. 

Bender: Anna Wintour. I keep thinking, if Anna Wintour had looked like Babs 

Simpson, but also, she had all of that strictness, discipline as well as eye. 

It was a relatively small house on some land off Abrahamôs Path in 

Amagansett. It had basically been located when I got on the site. The idea 

was to push it back on the site so it looked over a wheat field. You 

couldnôt quite see the ocean, but you could see the wheat. In the wind 

there was a feeling of waves. And it was a glass box, much more 

expensive and complicated, in some ways, than what our house was later. 

She was a great client and the house was simple, elegant, and very well 

made. 

 But as I started to go out to Amagansett I said, ñWow, this is terrific and 

itôs not so far from New York,ò and we were thinking about doing 

something in the country. One of the weekends I went out with Sue and 

we looked at the Simpson house, which was under construction, and 

visited Paul and Ingeborg who rented a cottage on a horse farm near there. 

We went to the beach. I remember we started back at night, and it was a 

moonlit night. We stopped at the Georgica Beach, and Ingeborg, who I 

think Iôve not mentioned, this really dramatic woman with a German 

background who had been married to the son of the president of Brazil, 
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and was a painterðSue and I were talking about houses we might rent, 

and we got to the beach in the moonlit night and suddenly Ingeborg took 

off her clothes and ran into the ocean, and we were captured by the whole 

thing and the possibility. [laughing] 

 And so I started, on my trips out to Amagansett, to look for a house, and 

Sue and I looked and we finally found a house we could afford. It was 

actually right near the cemetery where Jackson Pollock and many of the 

other artists and writers are buried. But it was an old house on a little bit 

of land, and we realized thatôs not what we wanted. But we didnôt want to 

get into a lot of debt, and we didnôt have very much money. I had the idea, 

and Sue loved the idea, that we would buyðwe saw a beautiful piece of 

land, twenty acres of woodland that had oak, we called them scrub oak. 

The botanists donôt like that, but theyôre little oak trees because it had 

been cut and farmed at one point. But it was near the Bay at Abrahamôs 

Landing, twenty acres, and we could have it for a thousand dollars an 

acre. When I told some of the local people they said, ñYouôre out of your 

mind. Five years ago you could have gotten it for a hundred dollars an 

acre.ò But we had the idea weôd buy the twenty acres and we would make 

a plan to divide and share it and invite friends to come. And then we 

would sell off some of the land right away and we would build houses.  

The plan got richer as we thought about it more. The Moores were really 

excited about the idea, and Peter and I talkedðPeter was a really good 

tennis player and he loved tennis, and the only tennis courts that were 

available in East Hampton were behind the high school, and they were 

always crowded. So my idea was that we would take the twenty acres and 

set aside a piece of it, it turned to be about six of the acres, that would be 

owned commonly. And then the different owners would be around it, so 

each person would have one or two acres adjoining the six acre piece. And 

then we had the ideaðif we put a tennis court on the six acres, Peter had 

two bachelor friends, Andre Elkin and Tom Mayer, who would be happy 

to join in if they could play tennis, and they might or might not build a 

house. We first saw the land in November, we bought it in December, did 

the first land division, and started out buildingðI started designing the 

house.  

[End Tape 10: Side B] 

[Begin Tape 11, Side A] 

Bender: We decided, mostly I decided, that to go through the issue of making an 

official subdivision was going to be long and painful. My training in civil 

engineering included surveying and I divided up the land in such a way 

that each of the houses would meet the building code. Theyôd have 

enough frontage on the street, and each piece would back onto the 

common landðit was all legal as a group of houses, with the one piece 

that we owned jointly that didnôt have a house on it, but theoretically 

could eventually have a house with a tennis court. With that in mind, Tom 

and Andre joined the Moores who were there. And so on one December 

morning we took title to the twenty acres and immediately sold all but 
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four, well, sixteen to the others. We had four, and maybe one was a little 

bigger and one was a little smaller, but it came out to twenty acres with 

this piece cut out for the tennis court. And I started designing a houseð

we were going to build the first two houses so we could move in by July. 

Riess: Whatôs the address in Amagansett?  

Bender: It didnôt have an address. I still donôt know what the address is. Itôs at the 

corner of Red Dirt Road, or I think even then it was called Red Dirt 

Highway, even though it was a dirt roadðnow pavedðand Old 

Accabonac Highway. The house is owned now by Anita Calero. Recently, 

itôs interesting, Michaelôs the one most attached to the land, and he 

wanted to go out and take pictures of the house, so he got in touch with 

her and she invited him and theyôve become good friends and now he has 

a key. He doesnôt stay there much because she keeps it so well heôs afraid 

heôll mess it up, but he visits whenever he is on the East Coast. Sue and I 

have become friendly with her also. It is good to know that it is loved and 

cared for, that a flame has been passed and its life goes on. It is also a 

sadness, a regret to have let it go. 

This is where the different careers all get mixed up, because I started 

designing that house at the same time I started teaching my class at 

Cooper Union. One of the classes I was teaching was on wood frame 

construction, and so I was learning wood frame construction a couple of 

weeks before I was teaching it, and we would take the students out. Most 

of the students had worked on wood construction, because two of the 

other Cooper Union teachers, Lew Davis and Sam Brody, who at that 

point were the emerging firm, Davis Brody Wisniewski, which became 

Davis Brody, a really top firm, who were building houses for themselves 

on Marthaôs Vineyard, the students used to go out and work on those. The 

students came out, not too much to work on ours because it was going so 

fast, but they visited the construction, and they visited other construction. 

 It was not easy to get it built. In a way those weekends in the woods and at 

the beach were a chance to repay and to replay the spirit and community I 

felt at Pete Seegerôs house in Beacon. But when I sent the plans out to 

local contractors, most of them wouldnôt bid on them because they had 

never built a flat-roofed house. And many of them had never built ñfrom 

plansòðthey were fishermen who built houses in the off season. And then 

I found Peter Blake, who was then the editor of Architectural Forum, one 

of the architecture magazines and a really good architect. He had built a 

house with a flat roof in Southampton from his plans with a contractor 

named Clark E. Smithðhe called himself Clarkie Smithðwho lived in 

Southampton. So I stopped off to meet him, liked him, and left him the 

plans and specifications. He called me and he said, ñYouôve got to be 

joking; you know youôve got penalty clauses in there and youôve got all 

these things.ò He said, ñI canôt do things like that.ò 

Riess: What does that mean? 
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Bender: Well, I wrote a contract the way the AIA says you write a contract. If 

youôre not finished on time thereôs this penalty. And Iôd laid out the floor 

tile in such a way that you could save tiles, save cutting tiles, and save 

money. As we went ahead I realized that no contractor was going to notice 

or count on my savings. They estimated how many square feet of floor 

tile, and how many square feet of roof. It was quite an education to be 

working through it with a contractor. He was learning also, and over the 

years we did about fifteen houses together and we both learned, and 

learned to make those savings and achieve the quality of detail.  

Riess: Did you have a foundation? Did you dig a foundation? 

Bender: Well, we designed the house both for economy and for speed. We 

designed the house to be on piers above the ground. It was going to be a 

summer house; we would close it in the winter, so we didnôt need a 

basement. Short-term thinking maybe, but it had to be less than $12,000 

and it had to be fast. And they couldnôt begin in December because the 

ground was frozen, so we designed it so that it would be set on a series of 

concrete piers, and he could be prefabricating the house in his shop in 

Southampton. Not prefabricating the house, but parts. The house was 

basically made of column and beam structure, beams every six feet on 

these columns, and in between them were standard six-foot sliding glass 

doors. He made these frames, which were like a big square, nine feet high 

and eighteen feet long, and he made them in the shop. As soon as the 

ground thawed he put in the piers, and a week later he could put cross 

beams on the piers, and after that brought all these frames and lined them 

up, and fixed them in place. The roof was made of planks, two-and-a-half-

inch thick planks, tongue and groove, so it was the roof structure that held 

it all together. 

Riess: It must have been satisfying. 

Bender: Oh, it was really exciting. 

Riess: Did you design the Mooreôs house for them too? 

Bender: Well, the idea was they would build the same houseðweôd flip it over. 

Riess: And thatôs what happened? 

Bender: Thatôs what happened. Theirsðthey had a little more money, so they had 

a wood floor and we had the cheapest tile floor. They had tile in the 

bathroom and we had plywood that we painted, but basically it was the 

same house. 

And then sitting in the park with Michael and David one day, I guess 

when we were still in Brooklyn Heights, Sue was talking to a woman on 

the bench with her two little girls and Sue was saying that sheôd just come 

back and seen the foundation of the house, and Sandra Nones said, ñGee 

that sounds interesting, could Leonard and I do this?ò And within a very 

short time we ended up selling them an acre of our piece of the land. So 
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there were six kids, David was the youngest, Karen Nones was the oldest. 

I think there was just a little over two years between the youngest and the 

oldest, and it became a tribe. The Moores had a Land Rover that we 

shared, and the original idea was we were going to share a lot more, we 

thought weôd have a common laundry. Nobody would give anyone a 

mortgage without a washer and dryer. We didnôt have a mortgage, we 

were going to pay for as much as we could and continue to finish it.  

We put everything we had into the house. And again, the idea was to be 

free of constraints. But the Moores were going to get a mortgage, and the 

Nones were going to get a mortgage. Again, it was shortsighted of us in 

some ways, because we could have invested it all and taken a mortgage 

but it was a way we wanted to live. We shared equipment, tools, a 

sailboat, babysitting, sometimes cooking, and often barbeques on the 

beach. In order for the Nones to move inðthey were not interested in the 

house that I was designing, but I arranged to adapt a Techbuilt house for 

them. During my prefabrication days at MIT Iôd occasionally worked part 

time in Carl Kochôs office as he was developing Techbuilt, and Techbuilt 

was just beginning to be a real product. And so their house didnôt actually 

begin construction until May, and they didnôt move in until August. But 

the communityðI called it Amenityðwas in place 

 We moved in in June. It became a life. It was marvelous. We lived in 

thisðin the winter we didnôt go out. In the spring and the fall we were out 

for three days, usually in the city for four. In the summerðwe basically 

stayed out all summer because I was teaching, and the work that I was 

doing, we could do a lot of it out there because Paul was out there and I 

was out there. We set up a studio in a barn out there. And even if we came 

in, there was a train that came in on Tuesday and I could go back on 

Thursday night. We did that for ten years, and the kids grew up there, in a 

wonderful world.  

It was actually the parallel world to the world we had in New York, 

because our nearest neighbor then, Accabonac Highway, on one side was 

de Kooning who was living in an old farmhouse, and not very long after 

that began to build his own house, which I helped him a little on, but 

again, he really wanted to do it himself, hands on with a local crew. Right 

after that the next neighbor was Jackson Pollock, who is buried in the 

Green River Cemetery there. Saul Steinberg was nearby, Tino Nivola was 

nearby, Harold Rosenberg, the critic, was nearby. The Pollock house, 

which is now a museum, he and Lee Krasner, his wife, were living down 

the way. We were in the middle of the same Cedar Tavern New York 

School art world. 

Riess: Were they established, or were they up and coming like you all were up 

and coming? 

Bender: Well, at that point they were more established. They wereðde Kooning 

and Tino and Saul were all a generation older and still very active. But the 

collectors were there also, in the next village. Right across the street on 

Red Dirt Highway it became Springs, the town next to Amagansett, and 
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artists, collectors, dealers, they were all over East Hampton. The village of 

East Hampton is where the rich people were, and the collectors were 

there. But you didnôt know who people were on the beach. Everyone was 

in a bathing suit, they werenôt wearing all their symbols. But there was a 

social structure: youôd see who was on whose blanket, youôd see de 

Kooning on Castelliôs blanket and you wondered, speculated on what was 

going on.  

But it was even more complicated, because the boys were then at 

Downtown Community School with a lot of children of the lesser known 

but eventually major painters and sculptors, many of whom had been 

invited around that period to come to Berkeley because Hans Hofmann 

had been their teacher. Sidney Janis, the gallery owner, his children were 

in their class. So they met each other in school and in the summers. They 

went to ñBoys Clubò together, they met on the beach together. The boys 

were friendly with the children of André Emmerich, whose gallery on 57
th
 

Street was moving from pre-Colombian art to color-field painters, Helen 

Frankenthaler, Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland. One of the kids in the 

school was the daughter of LeRoi Jones, the poet. David Duchovny, who 

is now a famous actor on X-Filesðhe was a classmate of Michaelôs. So 

was Jenny Polshek, James Polshekôs daughter. 

Another piece of that extends into the teaching. One of the families we 

met was the RosesðI mentioned them, Dan and Joanna. Their middle 

children Emily and Joe were twins, the same age as Michael. We met 

them through Davidðwe used to go to the beach when he was about a 

year and a half old, and he would go crawling off and find somebody 

elseôs blanket, and he was so energetic and attractive that they would start 

playing with him. We would go to fetch him and we became friends. And 

I told you that Dan Rose later came and talked to my classes. I told Dan at 

one point that I was invited to a conference set up by the Greek architect 

Doxiadis in Athens, where Buckminster Fuller was coming and all these 

famous people. I didnôt see how I was going to go because it was going to 

be so expensive. But the minute I mentioned the conference he said, ñHow 

could I get to go?ò We ended up going, and Dan hung out with 

Buckminster Fuller and Lady Barbara Ward, the economist, and Margaret 

Mead was there, and Dan became, from that point on, not only one of our 

best friends but our supporter. Eventually the Rose Foundation sponsored 

my starting the Urban Design Lab at Berkeley.  

Riess: Oh, thatôs interesting. 

Bender: And another friend from those summers, André Emmerich, because I 

could invite him, came out to the opening of the University Art Museum 

here and for a while was involved in things at the museum here. Painters 

like Esteban Vicente, Ray Parker and Lee Krasner had all taught at 

Berkeley. 

Riess: And how about for Sue? Was her identification as an artist? 
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Bender: Sue was doing ceramics and actually had shown things in some group 

shows in New York. When we came out to East Hamptonðbut I first 

have to say, in all these things, when I say me, itôs almost always we. Sue 

was part of everything as a force and a spirit. But she became more 

interested in ceramics and eventually had shows in the gallery in East 

Hampton, the Benson Gallery. It was a thrill for me, and for Michael and 

David, to see her work and feel the wonderful reception it received. 

Riess: And there was a studio out there for her? 

Bender: Well, she could work at home. She didnôt work too much on the ceramics 

at home. Toward the end of the time when we were going out there, Sue 

was beginning to get involved with the Amish. 

Riess: You mean before, before you all came to Berkeley? 

Bender: Well, at this point we were in Berkeley, but we used to go back every 

summer. After her first taste of the Amish and some short visits in 

Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Sue started dying cloth to make collages with 

Amish colors by putting beets in pots and doing things in the kitchen. She 

did some ceramics because she didnôt need a wheel and she could roll clay 

out and work on our big table in the woods. 

Riess: She didnôt really need a studio in that sense, but she had to fire the pieces. 

Bender: Well, and one of the houses I built nearby was for Jim Crumrine, a 

ceramics artist who was one of Sueôs teachersðbut now itôs all getting 

out of order. 

Riess: Yes, it is, and we should leave that alone.  

Riess: We were considering what your plan was with teaching and practicing in 

New York City. 

Bender: From the point where I decided to go to work with Paul, I decided to take 

Esmond Shawôs invitation to teach at Cooper Union. We also decided to 

build the house in Amagansett and shortly after that or all about the same 

time, we decided to move back into the city from Brooklyn Heights and 

we bought an apartment in a co-op building on Tenth Street, and in a 

sense we made our move. 

Riess: And it was going to be the move. This was it. 

Bender: Well, it was the way we wanted to live. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: Sue had stopped teaching after having the two children and getting 

engaged in the art. And at that point Amagansett was becoming part of our 

life and she could work on things in different ways. And so we decided 

that we could do it, and we never understood quite how we could have 
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afforded it, especially when we eventually left New York for a year and 

realized that by the time we got finished with all of theðwell, we had to 

pay for a garage, had to park the car eventually on the roof of a garage on 

Avenue A. And we had winter clothes and summer clothes and snow tires 

and a private school, and it seemed to me when we left all of that behind 

we didnôt understand how we were paying for it all, in a way. But it was a 

really rich life; it was learning and doing and not looking back.  

Sue was asking me again the other day, ñHow did you get paid?ò And I 

didnôt even really remember. 

Riess: I was going to ask you that too. 

Bender: When I started in Cooper Union, I guess in ô63, I made $7,500 a year, 

which was the only sure income we had. From the office sometimes we 

made money and sometimes we didnôt make money. These houses made 

some moneyðbut now Iôm getting into the office part of it. And I should 

explain about that. 

We did a variety of jobs and with some there were fairly big fees. We did 

the master plan for Aspen, Colorado, again because Herbert Bayer, who 

was an artist, whose roots went back to Paulôs days in Europe, had come 

to the US , and he had become the art director for the Continental Can 

Company, settled in Aspen, and was part of organizing the original Aspen 

Institute conferences. He became planning director of Aspen and asked us 

to do a master plan.  

We did master plans for an island off Cartagena, Colombia that was 

sponsored by Coffee Growers Association. The man, Andres Uribe, who 

was head of the Coffee Growers Association eventually became the 

Colombian ambassador to the UN, and so we redesigned a house on Park 

Avenue for him. He took over a building that had belonged to Huntington 

Hartford when Hartford moved to that museum on Columbus Circle. We 

took over his 59
th
 Street building and we renovated it to be offices for the 

Colombian delegation to the UN and to be the ñColombian Centerò for the 

Coffee Growers Association, and we designed a coffee center and a 

gallery on the ground floor with offices above. So some brought real fees. 

Riess: Did the Wiener office become more organized? 

Bender: No, it was never a very organized office, it remained a studio. It worked. 

Interesting things went on and interesting people came through. There was 

a third principal, Ala Damaz. She came from a wealthy Berlin Jewish 

family, and they fled to Paris, and then they left Paris for the US Paul [F.] 

Damaz was an artist and art critic who taught at Pratt Institute in New 

York and wrote books and eventually he had a house not far from our 

house on Long Island. Ala did the interiors for things like the Colombian 

Center, and lobbies for Washington Square Village. Mostly she did 

apartments, and we used to take a lot of apartments where we could, 

because they were places to experiment, to mix art and architecture, and 

they got done quickly, because we were more often working on planning 
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things that could take many years or never get done. And we took houses 

also, because you could see a house in a year or two, whereas some of the 

other things had their different timescalesðthey were all going on at the 

same time. 

Riess: But you were getting a decent fee?  

Bender: Oh, we got good fees some things and some things we ended upðwell, 

we did a lot of things on speculation because we wanted to do them. A lot 

of the reason you saw all that empty land when you looked at Amagansett 

on Google is that we planned a lot of that for the people whoðthe Potter 

family owned all the land across Red Dirt Road from us and all the land 

around us. We planned and helped put through in East Hampton rezoning, 

in a way, that part of it could be taken out and preserved. Some of it is in 

preservation now because families bought up parts and the family did it, 

and some, when it would be built wouldnôt be built like a regular 

subdivision. We designed some of those houses around on the next road 

over, Stony Hill Road.  

We did the house forðwell, we always called it the Carmichael House, 

because Joel Carmichael was married to Elizabeth de Cuevas. Joel 

Carmichael was the son of a very radical British Socialist, and Joel was a 

Socialist and writer who wrote on Russian history and social history. 

Elizabeth de Cuevasôs father was the Marquis de Cuevas, who owned the 

ballet company, one of the famous ballet companies. Her brother was one 

of the partners in Lazard Freres. We did a house for her near our house on 

Stony Hill Road, in the woods. 

[End Tape 11: Side A] 

[Begin Tape 11: Side B] 

Bender: So yes, we were getting fees and also doing interesting work. Each of 

these houses were experiments in how you could build in the country in a 

way that didnôt destroy the country, how you could use local materials, 

and how you could build with the topography and terrain and things of 

that sort. 

Riess: In fact this was really the most designing period of your life. 

Bender: Directly building, designing things, yes. At the endðwhen I joined Paul it 

was the endðhe had been the design consultant for one of the Tishman 

brothers [Paul Tishman] on Washington Square Village, two long 

apartment buildings right behind Washington Square. It was originally 

supposed to be three, but instead of the third one NYU bought the land 

and had I.M. Pei design three point towers, and that still exists today. I 

came in at the end of it. I worked on theðthe roof structure had tanks and 

pumps and things on it, and we made a very International Style top on it, 

and between the two buildings is a garden. Going back over the years and 

seeing the block-long green space matured, I am proud of Paulôs concept 

and my part in it. The fifty-year-old garden feels like a lush gift to a 
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neighborhood that has since been over-built, Philip Johnson's heavy block 

of a library, and badly built by NYU. West Broadway, now called 

LaGuardia Place, is now one of the Village's liveliest areas where the 

Washington Square Village shops face the activities across the street, and 

then it dies when there is nothing but the setback at the Pei towers 

On another level, one of the people who moved into the Washington 

Square Village was Saul Steinberg. And we basically, with Ala, designed 

his apartment because we loved doing it. He lived very near us in 

Amagansett and became a good friend, and eventually, my last project in 

East Hampton, I designed his studio. So there were big designs, small 

designs, there was a whole range of things. We worked on [870] Park 

Avenue, the [Andres] Uribe house. Uribe was ambassador and also 

President for the Colombian Coffee Growers Association, Cafeterosðthe 

Uribe house was published in the Times and other places. The Colombian 

Center was also published. 

Riess: When it was published in the Times it was under your name, Richard 

Bender?  

Bender: Both names, yes. Paul was featured, but my name was there too, 

depending on which one it was. My name is on them in the building 

department. Our house in Amagansett was published in the New York 

Times, in the magazine, and for Sue, and really for me too, seeing the 

house in the New York Times Sunday Magazine was the Nobel Prize. And 

it was published in the New York Times Book of Houses at one point. The 

apartment was published, another time, in the New York Times in an 

article looking at how two different people design apartments in the same 

building. 

Riess: Yes, good. And now to Cooper Union, the invitation to teach full-time. 

Bender: Well, the invitation to Cooper Union also was an old thread that came 

back. We have talked about this. When I was a student at City College in 

engineering, Esmond Shaw, the dean of the architecture school at Cooper 

Union, had been invited by the campus planners, architects, to talk about 

architecture to the community at City College because they were going to 

be doing some new additions and I had a chance to talk with him 

afterwards on the subway.   

It turned out that Cooper was in the process of accrediting their 

architecture program and they had to have three full-time faculty. And this 

is aside from Esmond Shaw, who was the dean and the chairmanðhe was 

everything, because it was all a sort of collage that he put together every 

year. He asked me if I wanted to be a regular faculty member, and it was 

just the right time and it was just the right thing. And more than just 

teaching, Cooper Union was a really special place. 

Riess: Were you able to put together some of the ideas youôd come away with 

from the Association of Collegiate Schools meeting, about architecture 

curriculum? 
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Bender: Well, I donôt know how much in the way of specific ideas, but I 

understood there were richer ways of doing things, and that things could 

be happening in architectural schools which were not on the curriculum 

Riess: Cooper Union I think of as very practical, almost a trade school. 

Bender: No, Cooper Union was more complicated than that. It was originally set 

up for the sons and daughters of the working people of New York. And it 

was set up to be practical, everydayðbut the art school is one of the best 

art schools in the country. It turns out people who go to work for 

advertising agencies or who become painters, really good painters and 

sculptors, but itôs quite free, freer in spirit and free, no tuition, open. The 

architecture school alsoðit was tied to practice, everyone practiced. To be 

a full-time faculty member meant you had to teach two days. The way you 

taught, even the visitors who taught a design class would come in one day 

from nine to five. And the studio, instead of meeting three afternoons a 

week the way it did most places, it would be all day Tuesday or all day 

Wednesday. We basically all had the same office, because people came 

and went and we just used the same desks. 

I came, and Bernard [P.] Spring came, who had a research background 

and came fromðI think he was at MIT before he came thereðand Norval 

White, who was a designer who was writing guide books to New York 

architecture and had a French cultural background, and most of the 

program was in place. But in order to have the degree program there had 

to be more specific things and we were building it. One of the ideas was to 

sort of challenge you in your teaching. I was an engineer but I wasnôt 

doing engineering, but I was going to teach the engineering. 

Riess: One of the ideasðyou mean one of Esmond Shawôs ideas? 

Bender: One of Esmond Shawôs ideas was to sort of make you learn while youôre 

doing it. And so I was given Structures to teach which I really had noðat 

that point I think I was a licensed engineer, but I was the only one who 

would let me be the engineer for my own house. [laughter] I really felt I 

understood what engineering was supposed to be about for an architect. 

Bernie Spring was asked to take on what was a beginning field at that 

pointðit used to be heating and ventilating, but the whole world of air-

conditioning, climate control environment thatôs grown into something, 

was what he was building. And Norval was supposed to be, theoretically, 

directing the architectural design. But again, the designers who were 

coming in during the day to teachðthey had a bigger reputation outside 

than he did at that time. It was true of all of us. Our role was to make it 

come together. 

 But it was also one of the pictures that Iôve kept of what a school should 

be like. We were more like the conductors of an orchestra than the 

players, and when I became dean here I saw really thatôsðthat was the 

role of a dean. What I could never fully accomplish at Berkeley is to have 

the faculty see themselves as scholars and professionals but also as the 

people who run a program that uses the profession and the city and 
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resources from the whole world now as the teaching tools, rather than as 

people who each have their own territory. 

Riess: Yes, well New York is ideal for that. 

Bender: Cooper was loose enough, the time was loose enough. So I could teach 

structures. We could talk about steel, and I could chip in some of my own 

money and the kids would, I think, chip in five dollars, and weôd hire a 

bus and I took them to the Bethlehem [Steel] plant for the day, and we 

spent a day in the steel mill where you could feel the steel being made, the 

heat coming out of those furnaces, you could hear the noise, you could see 

them rolling the steel out. And then when you start to draw, itôs different. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: We would visitðeveryone sees the concrete being poured, and we would 

go to visit concrete structures being formed. But we went to visit the 

foundations of big office buildings four stories down and looked at how, 

and felt itðwe used to touch it. And in the same way in the teaching, I 

said gee, I canôt really teach them what Iôm supposed to teach themð

about tension and compression and the behavior of structures lectures and 

equations. When I went to school we had these labs where you could 

actually put samples in a machine and stretch a steel bar, and you could 

see it thinning out in the middle until it breaksðyou could feel it break. 

We didnôt have machines like that available, but I had them build devices. 

I would ask, ñHow would you test a beam? What would you use for 

weights? How would you doð?ò Someone would make a lever to load 

the beam in mid-span, but the lever broke before the beam you were 

testing, and then you learned something else.  

 When I came to BerkeleyðI think one of the reasons Jerry McCue asked 

me to come was these things, this way of teaching, became better known 

through ACSA conferences and publications, and other people were doing 

things like it. But I came to teach Structures here because we taught it that 

way. 

Riess: You came to teach Structures here because you taught it that way back 

there, is that what you are saying? 

Bender: Jerry and I kept in touch after that first meeting, and through the ASCA he 

heard of some of the experiments, the way we were doing things. We 

would not ask people to build a structure that could span between two 

tables out of toothpicks or whatever, but we would say, ñWho can use the 

fewest toothpicks to hold a book,ò which is different from building the 

strongest structure, but to get used to the idea of how you get the strongest 

structure to do what you want it to do, to hold this particular book in this 

particular situation.  

The test we used to do in engineering school is you test it till it breaks, and 

then you have a safety factor. But here I was trying to give them the idea 

of how you understand, and even more how you feel structure, and how 
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you design structure. How can you arrange the pieces different ways to 

use the least material? We judged the things by talking about the forms 

that people made and their pluses and minuses. And it was great fun and 

the kids loved it. They loved it and remember it. I meet many of them 

today, most them retired from practice, and they still talk about it. 

 You know everyone was, particularly at Cooper Union, they were terrified 

of the math because it was an art school and there wasnôt math. There was 

math in what we taught, but it didnôt feel like math. And a lot of the things 

that we were taught as math then became understandable because we were 

looking at it in a different way. I remember the last math course I had to 

take in engineering school was on differential equations, which is the 

equations of shapes. And I struggled with it, and one day I could look at 

an equation and see a hyperbola or an ellipse, and I could say thatôs 

beautiful. The trick was to get to that point. 

 I remember one cold winter day the class went to look at the Chase Bank 

which had just been finished in lower Manhattan. Gordon Bunshaft of 

SOM had designed it and it was really an outstanding building for the 

time. One of the things it featured were the columns outside so that the 

floors could be completely open and flexible. We went down there on a 

February day, I remember, and I said, ñTouch the columns.ò And I said, 

ñThink about these columnsðitôs freezing out here in the winter, and in 

the summer theyôre really hot. And remember what the experiments we 

do.ñ We would do experiments where we would actually heat something 

up so you could see it stretching. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: And then we talked aboutðI remember standing there on that February 

day and it was cold on one side and we walked around the other side and 

the sun was on it, it was warmer, and we talked about ñhow does this 

building feel, how do those columns feel?ò So it was great fun and one of 

the great pleasures of a teaching career. In June [2010] I was in New York 

and asked to talk on a panel the Forum for Urban Design put on. The 

panel was about mega projects and they wanted me to say something 

about Roppongi Hills. And it turned out when I got there Daniel Libeskind 

was there and he had been in those classes at Cooper. I hadnôt seen him in 

years  

Well, when I walked into the lobby I was with Paul Goldberger, who was 

also on the panel, and my friend Dan Rose and Jordan Gruzen. At any 

rate, when we walked in, it was in the lobby of the new Goldman Sachs 

building. It was a chance for people to see the Goldman Sachs building. 

And Daniel Libeskind walked in and he shouted from the other side, 

ñProfessor.ò And he came over and he started telling everyone about those 

classes and he said, ñThe teacher of the best class is here.ò I was so 

excited. 

Riess: Wow. And Richard Meier is listed at Cooper?  



177 

Bender: Richard Meier, as I remember he was one of the part-time teachers in one 

class. He had just designed his motherôs house in New Jersey and was 

doing a beach house on Fire Island right about that time. It was the 

beginning of his career. Richard has been a friend ever since. I was on the 

Getty committee that picked him to design the Getty Center. 

Riess: And are these from your notes also Cooper people? Gerald Kallmann and 

Michael McKinnell? 

Bender: Well, Kallmann and McKinnellðKallmann later left Cooper to teach at 

Columbia as they revised the school. He taught a sort of ñBauhausò course 

of basic design. But at the time that they were both at Cooper they entered 

the competition for the Boston City Hall, and they made the finals, and 

everybody at Cooper worked on the drawings and they won the 

competition. Boston City Hall was one of the most influential buildings in 

those days 

Riess: Thatôs an amazing building. 

Bender: A strange building in lots of ways. In 1990 when I first arrived at Cergy-

Pontoise, the French new town where I have been working for the last 

twenty years, you get out of theðyou take the train and come up in the 

plaza in the middle of this new town, and standing in front of you is the 

regional government headquarters for the prefecture, and itôs the Boston 

City Hall! 

 Cooper was small, or better, Cooper was intimate. Everyone knew what 

everyone was doing, and everyone was involvedðbut more than that 

everyone was involved inðyou couldnôt separate what was teaching, 

what was marching, protesting the destruction of Penn Station, protesting 

the Vietnam War, protesting the zoning laws that wouldnôt let you live in 

lofts, and eventually getting lofts made legal, getting permission so you 

could live in lofts, and in working on lofts and fixing them up and 

transforming them. And seeing how not only living was changed when 

people moved into lofts, but the art world was changed when the galleries 

started to move in and the ceilings were higher and the spaces were 

bigger. These peopleðit was the middle of the famous battles between 

Jane Jacobs and Robert Moses. I had grown upðMoses was my hero, he 

made Jones Beach, he made those parkways, and those were all good 

things, and Jane Jacobs was taking him on on his proposed highway 

across Manhattan and that changed.  

That was a time when art was beginning to be corporate; corporations 

were buying into art and architecture. When the Chase Bank Building was 

finishedðto have SOM do the most modern of office buildings for the 

Chase Bank, and have an executive floor that had the same paintings that 

are in the Museum of Modern Art! Corporations started to have art 

collections at the same time as artists started to move further away from 

traditional galleries and venues for their work. So you were having the art 

world booming in office buildings on one level, but also in these 

renovated parts of SoHo. SoHo was being rejuvenated. It had been textile 
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garment manufacturing and that was all moving out, and it was looked at 

as abandoned. Moses was saying tear it down and weôll make new 

housing projects, and we were showing you can make marvelous things in 

these places. You donôt have to tear it all down. It is better to re-invent 

these places, to ñevolveò a new city.  

Riess: The we now is you and this band of brother architects?  

Bender: Well, Iôm talking about the whole community in a way, but part of what 

Cooper Union was about is that it was part of everybodyôs teaching. You 

didnôt have to have a class on it one day; you didnôt even have to read 

aboutðhere [at Berkeley] I used to talk to my class about what I read in 

the paper that day. But there weôd walk by it on the way in, or most of the 

kids ended up living in the neighborhood and they were part of this.  

One exampleðeverybody learned the trick, you werenôt allowed to do 

renovations in most of these old buildings, so people would take an 

apartment, and they would want to take a wall out. So theyôd start to take 

the wall out and youôd carry out the pieces in shopping bags, a few at a 

time. So on one level you were looking at renovating old tenement 

buildings, and on the other level youôre looking at the Chase Manhattan 

Bank. And the whole world was changing at that point. The Vietnam War 

was really affecting the school. At Cooper, and before it became a degree 

program even more so, an instructor would say to a student, ñYou know, 

you better take a year off and see if this is really what you want to do,ò or 

maybe say, ñGet a job in an ad agency,ò to an artist. ñSee if this is really 

good for you.ò There wasnôt much about failing or passing or anything, it 

was how you made a life out of it. When Vietnam came along, if you 

dropped out or you failed you went to Vietnam. So suddenly, and this was 

true all over Iôm sure, nobody failed. 

And on one level, discipline disappeared. Things became much more 

permissive in a bad way. There was a good intention, but it was harder to 

make certain judgments. On the other hand, grading was always hard. At 

Cooper we always struggled with grades. When I first came on as a 

faculty member at Cooper I got a committee assignment, and I had never 

known about committees. It turned out I was head of the Academic 

Standards Committee. So I went to the president and I said, ñWhat does 

the Academic Standards Committee do?ò He said, ñYou have to talk to 

Robert Gwathmey.ò He was the father of the architect Charles Gwathmey, 

and a really good painter and an inspiring teacher. He was from the South 

and he used to paint pictures of blacks working in the cotton fields, with 

strong color and deep feeling. ñYou have to talk to Bob Gwathmey; he 

only gives Aôs.ò  

And so I finally get up the courageðhe was a wonderful man, and Iôm 

talking to him one day, and I said, ñYou know, Iôm supposed to talk to 

you about the fact that you only give Aôs.ò And he said, ñYes, theyôre all 

great kids, arenôt they?ò [laughter] And the painters would decide what is 

a B or a B+? 
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Riess: Yes, well there is that question. 

Bender: When I came here, and when I was in the conference of deans and used to 

have some of these conversations, I realized I was a foreigner in the world 

of Berkeley deans. At one point we were talking about languages and the 

fact that you had to have French or German to get a PhDðmost of the 

PhDs at that point were moving into areas like computers and electronics 

where it would have been more helpful to speak Japanese, but they said 

thatôs too hard. And weôre grading in the art school on A, B, C and people 

in architecture also having to give grades like that. Grade point averages 

are computed to hundredths of a point. I proposed at one point that we add 

another language, which was drawing, that drawing is a language, and itôs 

an expressive language, and a language useful for everybody. And I had a 

really good ally, the vice chancellor at that time, a biologist, Rod, what 

was his last name. [Rod Park] He became, temporarily, the president of 

UC Merced for a while and he was interested in art. 

Riess: So you had an ally? 

Bender: Well, he said, ñYou know, biology has become a field where being able to 

sketch, and even chemistry now, drawing and sketching are an important 

way to communicate.ò And more and more when I talked to individual 

people they said well, itôs really useful when youôre having a 

conversation. But the deans would mock the idea, theyôd say thatôs too 

easy. 

Riess: Letôs get back to the Vietnam. I understand you to be saying that because 

students would do anything to avoid getting drafted they stayed in school 

but they didnôt particularly apply themselves? 

Bender: No, some people stayed on, even when they knew it was not for them, but 

Iôm saying that there were people who would have turned out to be better 

students if they could take a year off and come back. Or if, as we did 

sometimes, weôd get them a job in a particular architectôs office or 

showing them there was a different path even within architecture. It was 

harder to do that when the alternative was Vietnam. And itôs much harder 

to do here in Berkeley. When I came here the bigness had a lot of 

advantages, but I also saw what it lost in the smallness. Particularly in the 

undergraduate programs it can be hard for faculty to know their students. I 

have been broken-hearted to find a student applying to graduate school 

who tells me that he has never had a regular faculty member in a situation 

where he feels he can ask for a recommendation.  

[End Tape 11: Side B] 
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Interview 7: October 26, 2010 

[Begin Tape 12: Side A] 

Bender: [talking about New York Times of that day] Thomas Friedman gets off on 

the idea of artisans, and how people have lost respect for themselves 

around their work. In Japanðitôs changing, but if you go into a fabric 

shop the people who work there would know all the fabrics, and in a 

camera shop people would know about cameras. If you go to buy paint for 

your house theyôd be able to talk about the different paints and things.  

We went to buy a hair dryer yesterday, a ceramic hair dryer because 

apparently itôs not as harsh a heat. We went into the drugstore and asked 

which hair dryer was better and everyone looked at us like we were crazy 

and finally they ended up saying, ñAsk the pharmacist.ò [laughter] The 

pharmacist is puzzled too, and finally the girl at the cash register, she 

came over, she was an expert on hair dryers. So the thing is, you donôt 

find that expertise, that artisanship, and part of what I was trying to talk 

about the last time, about what I was discovering in SoHo, in Greenwich 

Village, in that world, was a level of artisanship, the pride in what people 

did. Some of it was still left from before, from my teen days. We shared 

an apartment over Peter Carboneôs Village String Shop, and Peter 

Carbone really knew stringed instruments. He could build a guitar; he 

could repair a violin, and he knew the woods. You could lose yourself in 

the aromas of wood in there. He didnôt just buy a guitar or order it online. 

All the famous artists who were living in lofts in those days, they did 

plumbing, they did electrical work, they fixed the lofts, they strung 

wiresðit was natural to take a place over and make it theirs. And to take 

part you had to get to know the hardware store people and the painters. 

 One of the questions you asked when we left off was about what I was 

doing suddenly teaching city planning at Cooper Union. My role officially 

was supposed to be structures and construction, and that was seenðeven 

talking about construction as well as designing structure, was seen as a 

spreading out of my area. But this was a period when I was getting to see 

that I could less and less, and wanted less and less to separate design, 

construction and the house from the town around it, and that most of the 

planning that I had known and been taught and had studied was top-down 

planning, in which by the time you got to the house, either it was imposed 

or it was left for the poor people to do within this larger structure.  

But some of the richest places you see also came from the bottom up. The 

kings laid out streets and they built the fountains and they built the public 

buildings, and in some cases the people filled in the neighborhoods. I 

realized, in a sense, thatôs what we were doing in Mexico and some of the 

other places for how to deal with squatters. The squatters would come in, 

and then they would get bulldozed out the next time a public figure came 

by because it looked so ugly, and theyôd lose everything. But if we could 

come in and plan a street system and a way, not necessarily where water 

and sewage would go in right away, but where it would eventually go, 

where we could be sure fire engines and ambulances would be able to go, 
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and the energy of people and families could begin to make a city rather 

than perpetuating the slums. 

Well, it needs, at a certain level, order and a certain level of structure to 

support it. And it was interesting how people could move in, and in 

different ways they had to improvise one way to get water or to get rid of 

sewage, which was very primitive. You could have trucks deliver water to 

fifty -five gallon fuel tanks and people would come and get it in buckets. 

They would empty their chamber pots, or the equivalent of that, into 

septic tanks and another truck would pump it out and take it away. But 

with electricity, they could start to string wires to the nearest power poles 

and steal electricity from the poles or clip into the phone lines, and as it 

got to be radio and TV, the new infrastructure is much more flexible. In 

most squatter settlements, even then, most families had electricity, radios 

and TV, before water pipes and toilets. 

 It was a big turning around for me. I was finding that all of the technology 

that I had grown up looking at, it all implied coming from the top down. 

The Rockefellers had the IBEC idea of bringing a big crane and doingð

and out of it came the house, like Jell-O out of a mold. Lustron made 

metal house parts out of the same factories and technology that made 

refrigerators. But what we were seeing in SOHO and seeing in developing 

countries is that there was no money for anybody to do it that way, but if 

you could enable people, they could transform cities, increase the density, 

make them more exciting, livable, interesting in so many ways. In the UN 

and AID projects it took place in South America by telling families, if you 

move onto this piece and build on it, make a home, youôre going to be 

able to keep it, itôs going to be your land and itôll eventually have a street 

and evolve into a part of the city. We didnôt use the word infrastructure 

much in those days, but in going into civil engineering to study structure I 

was also taking the first steps back to civic engineering and city planning 

and design. I am invited to speak at the 60
th
 reunion of my CCNY 

engineering class in June and will be talking about this, and about the 

need to recognize the rebirth of ñcivic engineering.ò  

 In places like Greenwich Village, you could move into that loft building, 

and if you can make it a studio you can live there! And if you can make it 

a studio thatôs attractive enough, you can sell it to somebody who wants to 

live in a studio and you can buy the next one and do it! Well, in Mexico or 

in Morocco, or wherever we were doing this, we started getting 

complaints that these people were selling their houses. They would build 

these, much like the ones you saw in San Miguel [de Allende, Mexico]. 

Theyôre built different ways, but theyôre basically concrete block and the 

steel bars they call esperanza. 

Riess: Esperanza? 

Bender: Seeing the reinforcing bars sticking out. Esperanza. Itôs the hopeðyou 

know, the next floor of the building. 
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But it turned out that some families were selling them, and selling them 

for big prices, and whatôs happening is that the neighborhoods were 

becoming enough like middle class neighborhoods so other people would 

buy them, and these people had learned how to build houses, they had 

become part of an informal building industry, so they went to squat 

somewhere else. And so we were in the position, as we were in Greenwich 

Village in a different way, and were sayingðyou know weôve made a 

building industry, but waiting for government or developers you could 

never make a building industry that would build all those houses in South 

America and then go on to build the next, and the next, and the next one. 

Again, people came to me at Cooper Union because some of these things 

were getting interesting, and to find someone in a position who had a 

platform, the platform of Cooper Union, who was talking about training 

students about self-help, owner-builders, and the importance of looking at 

this as a part of the building industry. In the process I got connected with a 

whole network of different groups starting with the UN and UNESCO, the 

USAID, even the World Bank.  

But we found and developed a version of it here. You asked about Don 

Terner and Jim Morton. He actually came to me, Bishop James Morton 

who was the archbishop of the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine, this 

enormous unfinished church, in the tradition of enormous unfinished 

churches. And he had the idea of having local teenagers taught stonecraft 

to help finish it. He came to me for advice. And then I went up to St. John 

the Divine, up between Columbia and CCNYðI remember some of the 

first students I worked with, Barry Elbasani, who eventually came here 

and was one of the founders of ELS, who just died, and Roland [P.] Dick 

was in that group. Carmi Bee was another one. He was from an Israeli 

background but he grew up in New York. He eventually became chairman 

of the architecture department at City College of New York, and he 

retiredðmy students are all retiredðhe retired from a very good practice 

doing housing and public buildings in New York City. 

Riess: Students at Cooper would be more likely to be engaged with these 

structures issues than studentsðfor instance if you had been teaching at 

Harvard or Princeton? 

Bender: Yes. 

Riess: Why is that? Something about the working class? 

Bender: No. First of allðand itôs a problem at Berkeley now. I hadnôt heard the 

term ñresearch universityò until recently, but the great research 

universities looked down, still do, on that sort of thing. And so you have 

to find a way. We worked out all kinds of tricks to let people work with 

their hands or to touch things. At Cooper it was not a problem: everybody 

was working part-time, everyone was working both to learn and to make 

some money because everyone needed to make money. Second, ñhousingò 

was all around us. New York was still catching up with its housing supply. 
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There were many small developers working with small architects in 

neighborhoods. 

Riess: So itôs not something you brought to the program particularly? 

Bender: Some of the slant came from me, although it was quite common in those 

days. But the way you got startedðit used to be a jokeðwas to do your 

motherôs house, or do a house for yourself the way Sue and I did, and 

students would come to help. Sometimes they were paid; sometimes they 

went to get to the country, the way I went to Pete Seeger as much to be 

part of that group and to spend a weekend working in the country and 

doing something they could feel good about.  

 As time went on and the practice and things changed, by the sixties we 

were shifting that kind of work more to the kind of project that you saw in 

Mexico. Thereôs a difference, though, if you come from Rhode Island 

School of Design to spend two weeks or so, or from Berkeley to come 

someplace, from being able to work in your neighborhood, in a sense, to 

be renovating brownstones, to be taking the subway up to the Harlem 

neighborhood around the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine. And not 

many of them, none of them that I know were trying to learn to be stone 

masons, but to see how stone buildings are put together and be able to 

play some role as volunteers in that. I found ways for them to work on all 

kinds of things. I think I mentioned we went to places like the Bethlehem 

Steel mills. 

 But on the other hand, and I think one of the other names that appear in 

my notesðIôll come back to James Morton. One of the things that appears 

in here is a mention of Ken Snelson. Kenneth Snelson I think was from 

Seattle originally, but he came east to go Black Mountain College. And 

there, one of his teachers was Buckminster Fuller. Buckminster Fuller 

used to love to talk about the principle of ñtensegrity,ò in which you have 

a structure of pure tension and pure compression. Fuller said itôs an idea 

but you canôt really build it. Ken went home, back to his room one day 

and he built this little structure with just string and wood and it stood up 

and it became "tensegrity.ò Ken, when he left Black Mountain, was 

supporting himself doing video photography for news broadcasts. He was 

one of the photographers who documented the marches in the South, but 

he was also becoming passionate about these structures. At any rate, he 

was beginning to use aluminum and steel and making bigger and bigger 

structures. 

 He got the job to build a tensegrity tower in the Power and Light Pavilion 

of the electric company, I guess, at the New York Worldôs Fair. And he 

designed this structure which was sixty-feet high made just of aluminum 

tubes held by wires that didnôt touch. And then he had two problems. The 

first problem was that the building department said you canôt build that 

unless you have an engineerôs drawing approving it, and nobody knew 

how to calculate it. Somebody told him there was this funny engineer at 

Cooper Union who liked structures and had the students building odd 

structures, and knew Buckminster Fuller. And he came by with this thing 
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and I said, ñThere is no way in the world I can calculate this, but what I 

can do is I can figure out if it falls down how many people are going to 

get hurt or get killed and what my insurance is.ò [laughter] Nowadays we 

could compute it, I guess, because with computers and all you could, these 

are very dynamic structures.  

Anyway, we got it through the building department. The problem was that 

the steel union wouldnôt allow non-union people on the site at the Fair, 

and they were going to charge a fortune because they didnôt know how to 

erect the thing. Ken had the idea that with a team of Cooper students we 

could assemble it on a dock under the Manhattan Bridge in the East River, 

and heôd hire a helicopter to take it to the Worldôs Fair and put it in place. 

So there was no construction. The whole thing would just be put down 

like a sculpture. And in the end it was the same group of students I just 

mentioned and Lance [J.] Brown and Michael [J.] Pittas were the two 

othersðMichael Pittas eventually became the head of architecture at the 

National Endowment for the Arts. Lance BrownðI think heôs still at 

Princeton in the architecture department. These are all people out of 

projects. 

Riess: A point of pride I should think, yes. 

Bender: Yes, well and it was one of the great days. We put this thing together, and 

Iôll show you the pictures. Ken was doubly excited about doing it. He had 

two helicopters, so one helicopter lifted the structure up and carried it. It 

was a beautiful sight, and he had it fly around the Statue of Liberty, make 

a loop, and he was in the other helicopter filming and videoing it. It was 

right about the time of one of those early Italian movies, La Dolce Vita, 

the scene where thereôs a helicopter carryingðyou know in these parades 

they have on Italian holidays all the men carry the Virgin. Well, thereôs a 

scene where a helicopter is carrying the Virgin, and this was our version 

of it. I have this picture of the thing up in the air. But that was typical. 

Riess: You mean that sense of cooperation and can-do was typical? 

Bender: To do things like that, to make things and adjust them and make the idea 

better.  Cooper Union had a camp in New Jersey. Thatôs one of the great 

Cooper Union stories. When Peter Cooper died he thought that the school 

was in good shape, because his idea, which is now the hottest idea in 

urban planningðthe ground floor would be shops, not workshops, but a 

butcher and a baker, whatever, and the income would support the building 

above. And then as an afterthought, he left the school the little cranberry 

farm in the country and another farm in New Jersey that they could use for 

outdoor things. The cranberry farm in the country turns out to be the site 

of the Chrysler Building; the Chrysler Building stands on Cooper Unionôs 

land and has been supporting Cooper Union, paying rent, all these years. 

And for me again, thatôs the urban planning that I love. 

 But at any rate, there was the other farm in New Jersey, which the school 

operated as a camp, where the students could go and weôd bring the art 

students and the architecture students together for weekends. 
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Riess: So like retreats? 

Bender: Yes, like a one- or two-day retreat, usually at the beginning of the year so 

people would get to know each other. It was all the things you do with 

those things [retreats] except someone was always building a geodesic 

dome or a tensegrity mast or building a bridge across the river or things of 

that sort.  

At one point during that period Norman Mailer published an article, or 

someone published an article about him, in the New York Times Magazine. 

He had an idea he called Lego City, because he made it with Legos, and 

with strings and wires. It was his idea of a city of the future with these 

Lego blocks representing apartment houses and office buildings supported 

in the air. Well, Monday morning we came in and the kids were all 

looking at it and laughing at it, saying how impractical it was, you 

couldnôt do that. ñSee, you can get away with anything if youôre an 

author.ò I said, ñWell, letôs ask him about it and see if he wants to come 

and talk about it.ò 

 A surprise and great treat, he agreed to come to the class, and it was one 

of the mostðit was marvelous. He was really terrific, and they took him 

on, and he kept arguing with them. Then at the end we said, ñLetôs go to 

McSorleyôs and continue over a beer.ò It was a famous bar nearby, and he 

said, ñIôm buying.ò And so there are about ten of the students, again some 

of the same people Iôve been mentioning. They were walking ahead, and 

as weôre coming out of the room he said to me, ñI really beat them didnôt 

I?ò [laughing] I said, ñI guess you did.ò He said, ñIt wasnôt really fair. It 

wasnôt that I was rightðI argue better.ò At McSorleyôs he was really in 

good spirits and he said, ñYou know, I want to show you the model.ò  

He had a house in Brooklyn Heights that overlooked the harbor, the East 

River, and he invited them to come to the house. Sue and I went early, and 

we were sitting around talking with him, and when the first student came 

he got up and he put on a jacket, a tweed jacket. He was treating the 

occasion with respect. And again, they had a wonderful time. He did his 

writing on a platform up under the roof; there was a platform and he sat up 

there where he could look out over the harbor. And there was a rope 

ladder he could pull up after him, and he said it was a way to get away 

from the world and people couldnôt bother him. 

Riess: He had actually built a model of Lego City? 

Bender: Yes, there were photographs of this, but I donôt have any. Probably 

somewhere in the Times archives. 

Riess: Did the students try to rebuild it? 

Bender: No, but they talked about ideas similar to it and they talked about the idea 

that everyone concentrates on the house. And then he started asking, 

ñWould you live there?ò And he said, ñWell, the view is good.ò He said, 
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óBut where would you go for a beer?ò And so it was about as good a 

lesson in city planning as you could have. [laughing] 

Riess: Thatôs lovely, yes. 

Bender: Well, thereôs so much in here to talk about, and I was hoping we could get 

to the beginning of California today. One other thing which you asked 

about that I wanted to get clear because itôsðand Iôll come back to it 

laterðI havenôt talked much about Don Terner. 

Riess: No, and he is so much part of the BRIDGE story. I didnôt realize he came 

so early. 

Bender: Well, the roots are here. I also wasnôt sure where it started because I think 

I did meet Don once or twice. He was a Harvard student in the ó60s, 

before I came to California. But I met him originally through Jim Morton, 

the archbishop, because Don also was involved in this ideaðit was partly 

Jim Mortonôs idea but also he interested people like Ethel Kennedy and a 

number of other New Yorkers, that said these kids could be trained to do 

something more practical than building stone churches, and they could fix 

houses. And at that point there were many abandoned tenements, in the 

South Bronx in particular. They were abandoned by the landlords, not 

necessarily by the tenants, because the cost of bringing them up to code 

wasnôt worth it for the rents they would get. So the city was owning these 

things and they were below code. They were caught in the position that 

they canôt put the people out on the street but they canôt allow them to live 

in an unsafe thingðand they couldnôt afford to fix them. 

 That eventually led to UHAB, Urban Homesteading Assistance Board. 

The city would sell these buildings to the people who lived in them who 

would form a coop. They would take over the building for a very small fee 

and renovate the building with the help of UHAB. They would finance it 

at the interest rate that city municipal bonds paid. The interest rate on 

municipal, tax-free bonds would be about half the regular interest rate. 

UHAB would help to train local people to do the rehabilitation and that 

would also be job training for them. It was a beautiful idea. I was 

beginning to see this kind of beauty, like a good balance sheet or those 

curves in analytic geometry. We eventually found people from the unions 

who agreed to help with the training and with the idea. And Jim Morton, 

the archbishop, also got really high-level donors. By the time I got 

involved Don was finishing his thesis at Harvard, which looked at self-

help and things of that sort, and he was spending a lot of time in New 

York studying and helping to create UHAB, and he became the first 

director of UHAB. 

Riess: How does this fit with Jimmy Carter walking into the South Bronx?  

Bender: The famous Carter visit is a BRIDGE landmark, because Don met him, 

not for BRIDGE but as the director of UHAB, and showed the President 

around one of the first new buildings in the reconstruction of the South 

Bronx. The idea was to show people both that the area could come back 
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and that citizens could participate. Carterôs visit gave a stamp of approval 

to that kind of community action. 

Riess: It was underway? 

Bender: The first house was finished, I think, when he made the visit. And if youôd 

gone, the area looked like Europe after the war. There were big areas that 

had been desolated, but the first new buildings were appearing.  

When Don came to Berkeley, one of the people he met was one of my 

students, Andy Reicher. Andy, like Rick Holliday, another Berkeley 

graduate, just got captured by Don, and when Andy graduated he went to 

Sacramento to work with Don in the state housing office and then to the 

East Coast to work for UHAB. Now heôs in about his twenty-fifth year as 

director of UHAB in New York.  

[End Tape 12: Side A] 

[Begin Tape 12: Side B] 

Riess: You mention Ivan Illich in connection with all this. 

Bender: Yes, well, when I mention Mexico, again, the threads all get woven. One 

of my assignments at Cooper UnionðCooper Union originally had a big 

collection of costumes and hats and antiques, a design collection, but it 

wasnôt of much interest to what was going on in the school at that point, 

and it was taking up a whole floor. Cooper Union needed more space in 

their old building. They decided to give away the collections that came 

from the Peter Cooper family, clothing, crafts and design; the trustees 

made a deal to donate the collection to the Smithsonian, and the 

Smithsonian used it as the basis to set up the Cooper-Hewitt Museum The 

trustees made a deal to donate it to the Smithsonian, and the Smithsonian 

used it as the basis of the design museum on Fifth Avenue [Cooper-Hewitt 

National Design Museum at 91
st
 St. in what was the Andrew Carnegie 

Mansion]. Cooper Union made me their representative. There were only 

four professors in architecture at that point, and so we each had lots of 

tasks and opportunities.  

At any rate, one of the rules was that Cooper should be represented on the 

board, and I got to be the one who went to these board meetings. And 

more interesting than the issues around the board meeting was that on the 

board there was a Mexican man who had graduated from Columbia and 

was teaching there who was a designer, Eduardo Terrazas. He did 

graphics and paintings and design and he was on the board, and he was a 

good friend of Ivan Illich. And the other person who was briefly on the 

board was George Nelson, and George Nelson didnôt stay involved with 

that board too much, but he represented really the highest level of the 

design world. I got to know both of them, and George got interested in 

what Eduardo was telling us about what Ivan Illich was doing.  
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Ivan was famous in different ways at that point. He had been a priest in 

the Bronx. I think he was assigned to the Bronx because he was a 

troublemaker, an organizer, and the story is that he learned Spanish over 

the weekend before he arrived in the Bronx. I can believe it. He was 

brilliant. He was a dynamic personality in the Bronx. Francine du Plessix 

[Gray] wrote a book about him and there was a big article in the New 

Yorker about him and how once he started organizing and energizing his 

people the church tried toðwhat do you call it when they throw you out 

of the church? Excommunicate him. There were hearings and he had to go 

to the Vatican at one point, and they reassigned him to Puerto Rico for a 

while and he was the vice chancellor of a Catholic university in Puerto 

Rico, but he ended up being assigned to Cuernavaca where they had a 

bishop called the Red Bishop [Sergio Mendez Arceo] who introduced the 

guitar and Spanish to the rituals in the Church, and generally fought for a 

better life for the poor. Ivan settled there.  

Eduardo had a weekend house in Tepotzlan near there and became 

devoted to Illich, and was the architect who made it Ivanôs house. And 

Ivan started getting involved with self-help. Illichôs official role there was 

teaching. He was teaching American graduates of seminaries about life, 

language and customs in Latin countries before they went off to other 

parts of Mexico or Brazil or Peru. The picture was of these red-headed 

football player types coming out of seminaries and appearing as priests in 

these places in South America, without any language, without anything 

about the culture. Ivan ran a schoolðit was called CIDOC [Centro 

Intercultural de Documentación], center for information and 

documentationðwhich gave language lessons and cultural lessons to 

priests. And then he expanded it to have seminars on all kinds of things 

and invited scholars.  

I was invited to talk about my ideas about housing, at Eduardoôs invitation 

more than Ivanôs, and George Nelson was invited. Sue and I went and 

spent a week there in Cuernavaca, and it was marvelous. Cuernavaca is a 

big, rambling place and thereôs not so much of the old culture left, but 

thereôs a town called Tepoztl§n outside of Cuernavaca where Eduardo and 

Ivan lived and where they had begun experiments and demonstrations of 

self-help. It was a town with deep roots and traditions and still had a lot of 

the original native feeling. Also a lot of Germans escaping Hitler came 

there in the 1930s and 1940s, in the way they came to Los Angeles. So 

that was my first involvement with Ivan. It began about ten years of 

involvement in CIDOC and the Tepoztlan Project. 

Then when I came to Berkeley I started inviting Ivan to come here. He 

gave a couple of powerful lectures and at one point we invited him to stay 

for a quarter. It transformed some of the people, like Roslyn Lindheim, 

who was one of the ñsocial factorsò faculty in architecture. She just was, 

again, captured. And she started inviting him back and adjusting her 

teaching around him. But again, Iôm getting ahead. Berkeley, the 

architecture department divided itself into areas of study, and one wasð

and it was the firstðto have an area of the department that was devoted to 
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social issues, and four or five faculty, like Clare Cooper was one and Russ 

Ellisðthat was really unusual.  

Riess: In your notes Don Terner and Ivan Illich appear in the context of the 

various directions of the PLW office. 

Bender: Oh, housing was a big part of the office, and when I cameðhousing on 

two levels or three levels probablyðthe reputation of the office, Wiener 

and Sert, Town Planning Associates, its previous name, was big projects 

in Latin America mostly. I came in the middle of that, in a sense. As Sert 

moved to Harvard and I was left, I began to take it more in my direction, 

mostly by developing Paul Wiener and Sert contacts through UN, so when 

there was a big earthquake in Agadir [Morocco] we got invited to help 

with the replanning, because at that point no one was thinking of building 

what looked like Miami Beach hotels for housing for the poor people in 

Agadir, as had been done all through South America up to that point, and 

was being done till recently in France. If you see the cités that are built for 

poor people on the outskirts of Paris, you think theyôre Miami Beach 

hotels till you see the ground level, that look bombed out. 

 So the office was beginning to move in that direction, and we were getting 

projects through the UN that said, ñWell, weôd like you to help with the 

planning, but also to organize a beginning of how they would go about 

building their own houses, and how you draw the lines. And we did that. 

While traveling in Morocco, I went to several other communities to talk to 

people about that, and part of what we did wasðwe always tried to start, 

with any of the plans we did, we put together a team of local people who 

would stay behind and be the city planning department. And so I began to 

visit some of the other places there.  

Riess: Other places in Africa? 

Bender: In Morocco at that point. We never got to work in Algeria and Tunisia, 

which is another direction it could have gone but it didnôt. The things that 

I had done in Israel, in Nazareth, were some beginnings for this. The 

office had been doing plans for Lima and Bogota, or for big 

neighborhoods, and I got involved in some things like that. We did a plan 

for Aspen, Colorado. Those plans take a long time to show results, so it 

was nice to be able to build something on the scale of houses, so we were 

always looking for houses to build. But even the houses took more time, 

so we also did apartments and interiors, and in a sense did the three of 

them at one point.  

We would not necessarily do the interiors for the houses we were doing, 

but we would do interiors for people who were buying an apartment. I 

mentioned Ala Damaz, who is in her late eighties now and living in New 

York. And Paulôs wife Ingeborg, whoôs ninety-six, she played some role 

in the interiors. The apartments were mostly for rich people, although the 

last project I did in New York before I left was for Robert Shaw, who is a 

psychiatrist. He was a friend in New York who from hisðwell, he lived 

on Central Park West, but he got interested in more public things, and he 
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ran one of the first Head Start Programs in New York, which was in 

Coney Island, and it turned out to be in the space that my draft board had 

been inðright next door to the RKO Tilyou Movie Theater and across the 

street from Nathanôs Hot Dogs. [laughter] I got to renovate my old draft 

board for the Head Start Program, and Bob eventually moved out here. He 

died just a year or so ago. 

Riess: In your notes you refer to ñfinally finishing the Scull House.ò 

Bender: The Sculls, Bob and Ethel Scull, who were made famous in one of those 

short stories by Tom Wolfe, he came from a poor background, and at 

some point he studied design someplace. He did industrial design, didnôt 

do too well in that business, so somehow got into the taxi business, and he 

was the biggest taxi operator in New York. They called his drivers Scullôs 

Angels. He came to us one day and he said he had bought land on 

Georgica Road, a really prime spot in East Hampton, and wanted a house. 

It paralleled what was going on in that art world. I never thought of it this 

way. But the Sculls had moved from his taxi business to become one of 

the leading Pop Art art collectors of that period. And they were a group of 

peopleðthe Sculls, and Ben Heller who inherited the company that makes 

that stretch fabric, Lycra, that that they use to make womenôs stretch pants 

out of. Ben became a Jackson Pollock collector, and Rothko, when these 

were just emerging artists. 

Riess: And emerging money? 

Bender: And emerging money. It was nowhere near the Rockefellers, but evenð

Juan Trippe, who was the head of Pan Am, people like that owned these 

big houses along the oceanfront in East Hampton, and some of them had 

been in the family for generations.  

In the same way in New York, you couldnôt get on the board of the Met or 

of MoMA because you didnôt have that kind of money, you couldnôt buy 

Picassos to donate. So group of these people captured the Jewish Museum 

and put it on the map. The Jewish Museum in New York at that period of 

the late fifties-sixties was the hotbed of emerging American art, more so 

than the Whitney. Iôm trying to rememberðthere was one family that was 

sort of the head of the Jewish museum, Albert and Vera List. The Jewish 

Museum was originally conceived to be like the one here, with candelabra 

and glasses and Torahs, but then they had the idea to make it a modern 

museum, and it wasnôt particularly Jewish painters or anything, but they 

started putting on exhibitions and donating paintings, so suddenly, for a 

while, the Jewish Museum, which is up around the Guggenheim [5
th
 

Avenue at 92
nd

 St.] was the center of that.  

The reason I mention it is someone like the Sculls couldnôt buy a house on 

the water and make a splash, but in the center of East Hampton you could 

buy a pretty good-sized lot and do something, and actually there were half 

a dozen people there. One Iôm trying to remember, he died just recently, 

the man who owned the press that published Lady Chatterleyôs Loverð

Barney Rosset. 
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Riess: The Grove Press? 

Bender: Grove Pressðhe was part of the scene. Leo Castelli was renting a house 

there. I met Conrad Maccarelli who was a painter. He had a big barn-like 

house at one edge of Georgia Road in East Hampton. And he used to 

invite Fernand Leger to stay with him. In general it was rich people, but a 

lot of the new art patrons started to move into the center area. 

Riess: And they all wanted the modern thing? 

Bender: Well, now they wanted modern, and again, they could make a splash with 

modern. In order to makeðI donôt think anyone ever talked about this, 

but if you wanted to buy a really good old house, it was very expensive, 

but you could build your own modern house. 

Riess: Also, itôs a showcase for artðmodern art in a modern house. 

Bender: Well, it was all comingðthe artists were already there. They were all on 

the beach together. The dealers were coming, the patrons were coming 

now.  

The Sculls decided to buildðhe would say, well, he wanted very simple, 

ñlike a cabana,ò but what he was proposing to spend was a fortune at that 

point. With the land and the house it was going to be over $100,000. That 

doesnôt sound like so much money today, but it was. 

Riess: Why did they come to you?  

Bender: Paul wasðthey certainly didnôt come to me, even though what brought 

them designwise was what I was doing, they had seen our house and Babs 

Simpsonôs house. But Paul was this very elegant European gentleman who 

knew rich people and cultured people and government people. Paul and 

Ingeborg were a treasure of the community, both in Greenwich Village 

and here. The Scull house was a focus, and we got asked to do more 

houses.  

 A number of these houses were going up at the same time, and the 

painters were interested in them, but the painters were also building. De 

Kooning was a neighbor who we would meet from time to time, and then 

he decided to build his own house. And he wanted to design it and 

supervise it. His galleries went crazy. He didnôt paint for three years and 

he was building a strange house. Itôs like a giant tract houseðsplit-level, 

except the split-level living room was his studio, with a twenty-five feet 

high and fifty feet long painting wall. But I would go over to look and 

then heôd invite me, and Iôd advise them and help them to find the right 

craftsmen. Or he would get in fights with the craftsmen, and sometimes 

Iôd come and try to explain that what they were doing was not cheating 

him, or sometimes that they were.  I did the same for Rothko, who was 

always renovating the little house he had on Gardnerôs Bay, where he 

eventually killed himself.  
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Riess: Oh. 

Bender: And again, several of the collectors became our good friendsðwell, the 

Hellers, Ben Heller was one of the most influential collectors. He bought 

Pollockôs early work, he bought almost all of the major artists, and at that 

point he was beginning to donate them to museums. 

 One of our nicest family experiencesðI took the boys to MoMA once 

when they were maybe seven and eight, and Ben Heller had just donated 

one of his big Pollocks and it was in the lobby, where they were showing 

their new acquisition. We walked in and David said, ñThatôs Woodyôs 

picture!ò (Woody Heller was their friend.) Because theyôd been at the 

house so many times with the paintings on the wall. Actually, it was even 

more involved than that. I think the Hellers made a deal through Sidney 

Janis Gallery to donate the painting somehow. But the boys were at school 

with the two Janis boys, and they knew Andre Emmerichôs kids from the 

beach, and I eventually helped Andre Emmerich when he redesigned his 

gallery on 57
th
 Street. The blue wall along the stairway in our house is 

what we called ñEmmerich blue.ò So they were not great pals, but they 

were real friends. 

 We talked some about the Roses. The Roses turned out to have a really 

big house just back from the beach with a butler and maids. At lunchðit 

was at a table like this and Joanna would sit there and Dan would sit here, 

and sometimes thereôd be twenty people around itðthey had four kids, 

and a very robust social life and are wonderful generous people. There 

was a button for a bell on the floor, and weôd be having hot dogs, but 

Joanna would push the button and the boys would look because you could 

hear the bell ring, and this butler, Worthie, would come in with a tray full 

ofðone day hot dogs and another day lobster. It was a world in which 

everyone was wonderfully mixed up. 

Dan and Joanna became patrons, in a way. First he helped me do some of 

the things at Cooper Union. Then when I came here, when I decided to 

start a research group, the Rose Foundation made one of the first 

donations to get it started. The Roses, as I have said, are exuberantly into 

everything. Joanna was on the board of the Partisan ReviewðI donôt think 

it exists anymore. She graduated from Bryn Mawr where she was the 

roommate of Ruth [Prawer] Jhabvala, the Indian writer. Joanna has the 

largest collection of American quilts.  

[End Tape 12: Side B 

[Begin Tape 13: Side A] 

Bender: Whether in New York or in East Hampton, the Roses were always having 

big dinners, big parties, especially around writers. And at one of those 

parties, Sue sat between Dwight McDonald and E.L. Doctorow. In one of 

her books she describes that evening. I donôt think she mentions the 

names, but she says she realizes that for some people, no matter what you 

have youôll never have enough. These people who were at the top of the 
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world in whatever theyôre doing, were all trying to tell the other how 

important they were. 

 But the other side of it is I sat one night next to a man I didnôt recognize, 

and we started talking, and it turned out he was the editor, then, of the 

Partisan Review, a poet named Richard Poirier, who just died recently. He 

was asking me how Iôm involved with the Roses, and what I did, and I 

started telling him about what I was thinking about and doing, and that I 

was writing an article to try to talk about how the future was going to be 

different. And as we talked about it, he said that heôd love to publish it if 

Iôd send it to him, and I was ecstatic. I had published funny little things; I 

publishedðIôm not sure of the sequence, but a couple of things in 

architectural magazines. I did a thing I liked a lot in Craft Horizons once. 

But anyway, I sent him this and he called and he said, ñDo you mind if I 

edit it?ò I said, ñIôm not sensitive. I know how badly I write.ò And he 

really made it beautiful, and they published it. It was called, ñA Visit to a 

Small Planet.ò 

Riess: What was the impact of that? 

Bender: Well, it was reprinted. It would get into op-ed pages from newspapers in 

Louisiana and Chicago and across the country. And one of the people who 

saw it was Forrest Wilson. Forrest Wilson at that time was an editor of 

Progressive Architecture magazine. It was just at the same time that I was 

invited to be one of the jurors for the annual Progressive Architecture 

design awards, which involves going, at that point I think it was 

someplace in Connecticut, for three days, where we went through these 

hundreds of projects. I got to know Forrest Wilson there, and he had seen 

this article and we were talking about what I was interested in.  

Forrest Wilson had a really interesting background. He came from a poor 

Irish family who during the Depression somehow got to the West Coast. 

He worked on the Golden Gate Bridge as a laborer on the foundations, 

and then when Orozcoðwas it Orozco who painted the murals in the San 

Francisco Art Institute, or Rivera? Yes, it was Rivera. Anyway, Forrest 

was one of the assistants painting the murals. During the war when he was 

in the Merchant Marineðat one point they landed in North Africa, in 

Casablanca, and he realized that they were building bases there, and 

carpenters were much safer and being paid much more on land than at sea, 

so he ended up leaving the Merchant Marine and working as a carpenter 

on those bases. But the bases were being designed by SOM, and through 

that he got into architecture and got to be an editor of Progressive 

Architecture. And he has made wonderful drawings and childrenôsô books 

on architecture, structure. Forrest suggested that I turn ñA Visit to a Small 

Planetò into a book, and eventually collaborated and brought it to 

publication.  

 Through there was another track to the publication of A Crack in the Rear-

view Mirror.  My friends at Cooper Union, and again because my interest 

in housing was so different, Lew Davis, who taught at Cooper Union and 

was one of the main partners for Davis Brody architects, Lew was 
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politically active and connected enough so that he was one of the 

members of the National Commission on Urban Problems, the Douglas 

Commission, that was set up to look at the implications of the 1960s urban 

riots and what might be done about it. And another member of that 

commission was Richard Ravitch, who is now the lieutenant governor of 

New York. Dick Ravitch was a developer with a public interest who later 

led and improved the New York City transit system, and he was a great 

client for Davis Brody doing housing. And he became a good friend. His 

former wife is Diane Ravitch, who writes about and fights for quality 

public education. 

 At any rate, Dick Ravitch and Lew Davis said the report should have a 

component that looks at the new technologies and the new possibilities, 

and I got commissioned to do that report. That report is what eventually 

became the book, A Crack in the Rear-view Mirror. And it came through 

Forrest Wilson. 

Riess: The report was for the Douglas Commission? 

Bender: For the Douglas Commission, and I think the original title is, ñThe Social 

and Technical Effects of Technology on Building,ò or something like that. 

I have a copy of it and one of the original copies is in the CED Library. 

Riess: Was it easy or difficult to write that? 

Bender: Oh, it was easy. It was fun. I started making drawings and then found a 

Cooper student who was really good at making little sketches who helped 

me. 

Riess: Nice.  It has a lot of photographs, that book. 

Bender: Yes. The report had no photographs, but the report had a lot of sequences 

of drawing. What we were trying to show is how building has been 

industrialized right before our eyes and we didnôt notice. Everyone was 

picturing factories that turn out buildings, but we had a series of drawings 

that showed a house with a carpenter making a window, and in the next 

house we showed when where the carpenter installed a manufactured 

window frame and then a glazier could put glass in. And the next one 

showed the window came with the glass. And the next one showed the 

window came as part of a wall, kind of like a Techbuilt house that we had 

done for the Nones in Amagansett. The book eventually had many 

photographsðduring the time we were writing, many examples started to 

appear.  

We did a whole series of things showing how industrialization was taking 

a different form, and it comes back to that point that I try to make over 

and over again: thereôs a top down and a bottom up. Thereôs a picture of 

manufacturing housing as manufacturing houses, or you can make better 

tools and products for making houses. We used to call them roughly 

ñopenò and ñclosedò systems. A closed system was Moshe Safdieôs, 
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which made manufacturing housing famous, those big concrete boxes for 

Habitat, but itôs actually a really dumb thing to do.  

Whereas at the other end of the house, the open system, to start by making 

wall panels or prefabricated trusses and then you can choose complicated 

pieces from a factory and combine them with what is best done at the site. 

At that point, office buildings were beginning to be built that way, but 

people didnôt think of that as prefabrication. You no longer set brick on 

the walls, or stone, but panels came. What we started to look at, and it led 

to some of the work later on, is how do you get these things made, and 

how do you spur the development of different kinds of tools. In the work 

that we did with AID and UNESCO and Nazareth and Agadir and other 

work in Mexico and Morocco, we looked at how unskilled people could 

make concrete blocks that they could make houses with. If you didnôt 

have steel, how could you use bamboo as tension members? If you didnôt 

have a crane to lift the piece, how could you make lightweight elements 

that two people could handle? 

Riess: But you had to go to the third world to demonstrate it.  

Bender: Well, like everything else that I did, I go to away and see it, and I realize 

itôs happening here. You can go to Home Depot any weekend morning 

and see people doing it now. A great bulk of the building done in our 

country is off the map, doesnôt show up in statistics, but itôs adding rooms, 

itôs changing the carport into a garage. The transformation of Levittowns 

from the dinky little things that were originally built, where the carport 

became the garage, and then there became another carport, and the attic 

became a roomðand thatôs the way things have always been built. That 

whole movement with lofts, again it started very crudely. 

Riess: Then you come up against controls and the cities. 

Bender: I have to tell you one story. A lot of those initials that I was associated 

with, the Building Research Advisory Board [BRAB]ðand the National 

Bureau of Standards [NBS] has a building research center. I was, at one 

point, a private consultant and a pro-bono member of a number of 

advisory boards. I chaired the advisory board for the Bureau of Standards 

Building Research, I think for five years. Then I was on the National 

Academy of Science [NAS] Building and Construction Board for a while 

and helped to establish the Building Museum and Building Research 

Institute in Washington. Those are all in the years when all of this interest 

in research and demonstrations of new tools and techniques was building 

up. One of the experiments that was going on while I was at Cooper 

Union was called the ñIn Cities Project.ò It started in the Lyndon 

[Johnson] Administration. 

Riess: Lyndon Johnson. What about Lindsay, in New York City? 

Bender: Well, Lindsay was supportive of it, thatôs why so many experiments were 

in New York, but the idea was how to improve cities. In fact, one of the 

New York City experiments was called ñInstant Rehabilitation.ò The idea 
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was to take Lower East Side tenements, like 5
th
 or 6

th
 Street around 

Avenue A and the tenants would pack up all their things in boxes that 

were given to them, and on a Friday they would get moved out into a 

hotel, and as soon as they moved out this crane would come on the street 

and they would break a hole in the roof, and cut down and use the crane to 

take out all of the things and store them someplace. Then they would rip 

out all the old kitchens and bathrooms, and in many cases the old floors. 

In through the roof would come these boxesðpackaged kitchen, 

bathroom units, made to stand one on the other. And so overnight you had 

all new kitchens and bathrooms. And there were special joists that were 

designedðinstead of the wooden joists that span, these were lightweight 

steel trusses that were adjustable, so youôd put them in and you could 

expand them to make them fit.  

And then theyôd bring in the drop-in packages with flooring, and so over 

the weekend this big team came in and would finish the house, use the 

crane again to put peopleôs things back in before they closed the roof up. 

Well, it took two and a half years to figure out and practice how to do it. 

They actually did some over the two and a half years, learning all the 

steps, and then they did one or two experiments that took a month and 

then a week, and then the famous experiment where they actually did it, 

with much fanfare, in one weekend. 

 I made my reputation at HUD on this project whenðwell, the project was 

terribly over the budget. The HUD people were trying to find corruption 

as the cause, and when they saw this item, ñgrease for the craneð

$25,000,ò they showed it to me and they said, ñHow could the grease for 

the crane cost $25,000?ò and I said, ñYou donôt understand New York. 

Itôs illegal to park a crane on the street in New York. The ógrease for the 

craneô is the money theyôve been giving the police so they could park the 

crane. It is part of doing business in New York!ò [laughter] Thatôs when I 

became a HUD expert. 

 But the Tishman people agreed to try it on the scale of a city block, and 

the experiment was all set up and everybody was ready, and at the last 

minute, there were two old people in two apartments who wouldnôt move. 

And one of them had herself chained to a pipe. There were court cases and 

appeals and eventually it all collapsed and you realizeðthe reason I 

brought it up again is the problem with the big system where it just takes 

one little thing to derail it, versus the little system which has chaos, but the 

chaos goes around it and does it in a different way. 

 Thatôs the evolution of the story I tell about the dogsled and the elephants. 

When the polar expeditions were just starting, some of the British were 

horrified at the thought of dealing with dogs, and they thought they could 

use horses, but the horses wouldnôt survive, so they eventually went back 

to dogs. I have this drawing of an elephant pulling the dogsled, and it 

breaks through the ice and it doesnôt go anywhere. Dogs are more agile in 

rough terrain, and if there is an obstacle a dogsled with twenty different 

dogs can go around it and not break through the ice. I talk about how if the 

elephant breaks a leg you are stopped. And consider all the food you need 
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to feed the elephant. Over the long run dogs are sustainable because they 

make more dogs, and a whole series of comparisonsðthe driver can curl 

up with the dogs to keep warm, and if things get really bad, the driver can 

eat one of the dogs. Of course it is more complicated to deal with the pack 

of dogsðthey may fight or have different temperamentsðbut that is 

really more like a city! 

 Anyway, the image I use to illustrate that the way weôre building cities 

now is like elephants, and the way we could be building them is dogsleds. 

The dogs are chaotic, they bark and bite and fight, they resist, but they get 

there, whereas the elephant sooner or later falls through the ice.  

Riess: Yes, but it seems like itôs harder with cities. It might be easier with 

smaller and smaller units, like towns, like villages.  

Bender: One of the things that we have to look at is that cities are made up of 

villages. If you do an anatomical analogy, what we do now is build a city 

like a Frankensteinôs monster. We glue arms and legs and a head together, 

not like a baby, that comes from many cells which develop as a whole by 

all the parts developing.  

Riess: So we havenôt gotten any better?  

Bender: We are getting better. I talked about how I thought what happened in 

SoHo was a real breakthrough, because we showed you could take an old 

part of the city, and instead of tearing it down and putting up new 

buildings, and destroying the fabric and all that, you could increase the 

density, change the industry that was there to a new industry, change the 

families over time, and build, evolve, a new city in an organic way. That 

[Norman] Foster new town in Abu Dhabi, if you look at it, what itôs going 

to end up being is a gated community, an elephant next to a vibrant city 

where people are living and working. The trick is how to evolve that Arab 

city piece by piece, by bigger pieces and over time, rather than do thisð

itôs messier, but you can do it. And you can do it in a different way. You 

have to think about it in different ways, finance it and regulate it and own 

and occupy it in different ways. We have to learn to conceive, construct, 

and continue to evolve communities with the understanding that they have 

lives, a life! 

Riess: Would you like to have a conversation with Foster about that? Do you 

think Foster would get into that conversation? 

Bender: Oh, I think if we sat down together Iôd have that conversation. I havenôt 

had it with Foster who I donôt know very well. Iôve had it with [Renzo] 

Piano. Piano thinks that way. By the way, they all came here to San 

Francisco together one summer as recent graduates, Foster, Piano, and 

[Richard] Rogers, and they worked for SOM here in San Francisco when 

they were doing their American visit. I know they visitedðwhatôs it 

called, near Santa Cruz, where there is the big power plant. 

Riess: Moss Landing. 
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Bender: Moss Landing. And thatôs the Pompidou Center! They donôt deny it, they 

say that thatôs where they got their inspiration. Piano, particularly, knows 

about elephants and dogs. He calls his practice community building. Heôs 

told me that he hasnôt had many chances to build communitiesðthese 

days he gets big monumental buildings. But of that group, Piano is 

working most closely to the dogsled. 

Riess: I just came from Osaka Airport, which is by Piano, a sweeping gesture 

across the landscape. 

Bender: I was not on the jury for that, but I was on the jury for the Saitama Arena a 

few years later, which came down to a short list. I was the only foreigner, 

and the shortlist had Piano, Rogers, Kevin Roche, Pelli, NouvelðIôm 

trying to remember, there were five famous international architects, and 

Pianoôs scheme was very similar to the Kansai Airport. I was sitting there 

with my two translatorsðmost of them were presenting in English and 

being translated for the Ja[panese]ðand Piano in his beautiful English 

says [imitating Pianoôs accent], ñI came here. I decided itôs so flat, I 

decided it needed an eeeelðò 

Riess: A what? 

Bender: It needed an eel. [laughter] And so I see everyoneôs writing and they were 

smiling amazingly at the idea of a hill, so I asked, did they translate that as 

eel? Or hill? The translator said, ñNo, he said eel. You could hear eel.ò 

And they love eels! It actually turns out Saitama is like that part of the 

west coast of Italy where the eels come out. At dinner that night I talked to 

PianoðI thought that was really funny. He didnôt get the job for other 

reasons, but if you could go back and find all the times stories like that 

affected buildings, and cities! Talking with Piano that evening I was 

wonderfully impressed, and since have visited him in his offices in New 

York and Paris and we spoke more of elephants and dogsleds when he 

was doing the first plan for Columbiaôs new 125
th
 St. campus and I was 

advising the Columbia Trustees. 

Riess: So where does all this come in? 

Bender: You asked about when I said things came like a big circle back to where I 

was as a teenager. 

Riess: Oh yes, that sense of closing the circle. 

Bender: On one level, we were living on 10
th
 Street in this apartment building that 

was next to a loft building, and out of our bedroom window we could 

touch the next building, and right inside the next building was the offices 

of the IWW, the group that played such a big role in the Labor Movement 

one hundred years ago. And it was probably the end of the Wobblies, or 

maybe theyôre still aroundðI just read something recently. Every Friday 

night they would publish their newsletter, and when the presses went, the 

whole building would shake, but it was sort of a reminder of ideas and 

ideals I grew up with. 
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Riess: Did you feel you had been far away from that? Maybe because of who 

you were hanging out with? 

Bender: Well, you know, my path took me through the Rockefellers indirectly 

through an office like Luckmanôs. In Switzerland we were able to 

experiment with things, but they were the equivalent of SOM. Here in 

Greenwich Village it felt part of a bigger, more chaotic but stimulating 

movement. I guess I felt like one of the dogs! 

Riess: But werenôt you always kind of a mole in those offices? [laughing] 

Bender: Yes, but I remember once when we were in Venice and we were invited to 

dinner by a husband and wife who were professors but they lived in 

Trieste. It turned out to be May Day, and they were asking me, ñDo you 

understand what May Day is? Here, itôs a real holiday.ò And I was 

thinking, yes, there it really was a real holiday whereas May Day had 

disappeared here. 

 What I was finding through all of this is that thereôs a new way thatôs 

more like the old way, but the old waysðI started out this morning 

talking about respect for craft and the pride of being an artisan. I got that 

in architecture as well, and I got into architecture because I saw it as an 

artisan, and I found that I had to work a long way around to find thatð

you have to be careful not to lose your sense of being an artisan now. You 

find yourself getting into architecture because you would like to build 

sandcastles and make wooden geodesic domes, and you end up under 

fluorescent lights working on something halfway around the world, with 

collaborators who you only know through voicemail or now 

videoconferencing. 

 I had a big discussion, probably argument, with my friends at BRIDGE 

last week. BRIDGE is getting big and very successful, and weôre going to 

open a branch in Los Angeles. Iôm saying, ñHow are we going to 

communicate?ò And they said, ñWell, everybodyôs videoconferencing.ò 

Videoconferencing is one thing, butðit started out, I said, ñHow often 

will we get to stand on the sites and see the neighborhoods?ò And they 

sort of looked at me in a funny way. I said, ñHow often do you go to the 

sites?ò Then they were discussing this new project at MacArthur Station, 

and weôre doing a piece, and I said, ñHow many people have been to 

MacArthur Station since this project began?ò And only half of the people 

had. Well, we did schedule a trip, the whole BRIDGE board and some 

staff spent a day at MacArthur Station in Oakland. 

I found this when I was working on the campus, in our meetings to decide 

where a new building would go. I would sit around the Council of Deans 

thatôs making this decision and I would say, ñHave you ever been in that 

building? Weôre sitting here, why donôt we walk over and look?ò I found 

thisðIôve been on boards, whether itôs Mills College, or on company 

boards, even when I was advising the MoMA people during the Taniguchi 

renovation when they were going to do the thing in Queens, that 

temporary museum, which I thought was a terrific idea and they hired a 
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good architect. And at one of the meetingsðthis is not the regular board. 

but what they call the Real Estate Committeeðall these developers were 

talking about how terrific the project was, and I was saying, ñItôs really 

wonderful when you come from the train. Itôs the old elevated train and 

you come down on these structures and you walk toðò They were 

looking a little blank, and I said, ñHow many of you have been to look at 

it?ò This was when the construction was just beginning, and only two out 

of four had gone out to the site. 

Riess: How do you account for that? 

Bender: I think we think we know more than we do. People see what theyôre doing 

in different ways. Everybody has a different beauty, and they see a 

different thing. I told you about Dan Rose coming to talk to the students 

and saying, ñIôm going to show you the most beautiful project youôve ever 

seen.ò And he pulled out a sheet of paper and he went down the balance 

sheet and he said, ñLook at that. Isnôt that beautiful?ò  

 You asked once what role I play in these things. Iôm the one who goes to 

look at it. Iôve just been involved with this campus in Singapore, a new 

master plan for the campus of Nanyang Technical University. My title 

wasðstill is, I thinkðSpecial Advisor to the President and Trustees. At 

the first meeting where I met the board, they came to the university where 

theyôre making a new plan. By the second meeting nobody could make it, 

and so they ended up having the meeting downtown. And for the next year 

and a half Iôd occasionally see one or two of the trustees at the meetings 

that were at the university, but almost all the meetings were downtown. 

Eventually they brought the model downtown, because it was only twenty 

minutes and they all have chauffeurs. After almost a year the committee 

agreed to come to a meeting on the campus. They scheduled it at night, 

instead of at lunch, so we could walk when it was not so hot. Weðtheyð

saw the campus at night when all the students were out, and before the end 

of the week they agreed to hire a lighting designer and make plans for the 

campus at night! 

[End Tape 13: Side A] 

[Begin Tape 13: Side B] 

Riess: It suggests they donôt really want to know that there are people involved. 

Bender: Well, you know, when they do, itôs exciting. One of the things I was 

talking about at BRIDGE the other day is when we were smaller and just 

beginning, once or twice a year weôd all get in a bus or two and go to visit 

some of the projects. The staff still does that. We all get invited. I usually 

go and usually maybe there are one or two board members. And many of 

the board members will go individually, but for me itôs not work, itôs the 

pleasure ofðitôs really marvelous to talk to someone who tells you how 

itôs changed his life to be able to move his family here and how much 

better it is than where they were, the opportunities they have and how the 

community supports their kids when theyôre growing up. 
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 But itôs also interesting to see what itôs not, and one of my big interests 

now is about how hard it is to make a project that doesnôt have ñwalls,ò 

even when there are no ñwalls.ò I went to a BRIDGE project in East Palo 

Alto, and it was lovely, a small project set in the midst of lower-priced 

market rate houses all around. And apparently in the original plan for the 

market rate housing there was going to be a pool and a community center, 

but they were never built because it went over the budget. 

Riess: The original plan for the market rate? 

Bender: For the market rate housing. You know, private building is called market 

rate. The BRIDGE project has a very nice pool and some space around it, 

and when I was standing there I was talking to one of the tenants. He said, 

ñWell, we have one problem. Sometimes the pool gets so crowded 

because all the neighbors are coming from the market rate projects.ò  

And so Iôve been saying that we ought to turn that around and say what 

we are building here is a piece of the community, and invite the local 

school board to have a room here so they could do classes, and to invite 

the hospital to have a clinic or a place where someone whoôs got a broken 

leg can stay overnight, instead of in a hospital room, and his friends can 

care for him instead.  Itôs easy to take away the visible walls, but how you 

get rid of the invisible walls is interesting. And one of the ways is by 

going and spending some time there and seeing what itôs like to walk from 

the project to the BART or to a bus or to buy milk if you need milk at nine 

at night. The best of planning is only the first step. There are things, 

discovered in living. One of the great strengths of BRIDGE projects is that 

we, the developers, do not walk away. We build them with the 

understanding that we will own and operate them, so we build with the 

long term in mind, and in operating/managing we learn for future projects. 

In most places, in order to build unsubsidized housing, which could be 

lower or very high price, generally the community requires the developer 

to build a certain amount of affordable housing. There are laws by state 

and sometimes by city. BRIDGEôs role has been to do the affordable part 

for someone who doesnôt want to take it on, and thereôs a lot of paperwork 

and complications, even risk, and BRIDGE has gotten good at it. And so 

we partner with private developers to do that.  

One of the interesting things Iôve discovered is my new passion. At this 

last meeting we were talking about maybe four hundred units that weôre 

going to do at the MacArthur Station. It was a long discussion because itôs 

a complicated project. There are builders on the board and they are smart, 

sophisticated, and committed, and know much more than I do about the 

process. Often I donôt know what they are talking about half the time, the 

laws, rules of financing and all the details. But at that meeting I realized 

that almost fifty thousand people live in our houses now, and we manage 

them, and we have an enormous opportunity to improve both the 

affordability and the lives of these people if we look at a whole bunch of 

things other than the building.  
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Iôm not saying donôt build more houses. Go and build more houses. But 

we have a whole unmined opportunity here. I decided that my next round 

of involvement will be around how to begin a series of experiments of 

what you can do if youôre a city or a state government, a non-profit like 

BRIDGE, or a big developer who manages a lot of families who are living 

in the communities, to make their lives better as well as more affordable. 

Riess: What comes to mind? 

Bender: Well, some of the things like schools and libraries could serve the bigger 

community. I like the hospital idea, if you have a place where a nurse 

comes every day for a few hours. Something like this can serve the 

surrounding community as well. Perhaps other services can be outside the 

walls, part of a larger community. I like the idea of building some rooms 

either within the apartments or having the group able to rent some unused 

rooms to tourists or to visiting families. 

Riess: Yes, thatôs very interesting. 

Bender: I like the idea that weôre building at a scale where we need someone to run 

the heating/cooling system, which means we could put in a real water 

recycling waste system, and so if weôre building four hundred units, we 

could do a system for a thousand and take some of the neighborhood. If 

we have old people and they need to get to appointments, we have some 

buses, but we could take a bus system seriously, and run it with the local 

community to make a regular bus service.  

Riess: So you want to weave it in completelyðlovely. 

Bender: And one of the nicest things is Susan Johnson, the woman whoðshe was 

the first employee for BRIDGE, a part-time secretary when she was 

seventeen or eighteen. Sheôs now, I guess, over fifty and sheôs the vice 

president who manages the BRIDGE management. She had wanted to be 

a teacher, and at one point she left BRIDGE and went back to San 

Francisco State to study teaching. And she quit after a year. She said, ñI 

couldnôt stand sitting in the classroom anymore. I realized Iôm used to a 

different kind of way of learning and living and doing.ò She and Don and 

Rick Holiday were the original team, and so she learned to be one of the 

great property managers in a way Iôd like people to be able to learn more 

about.  

Riess: I think you were talking about getting back to your roots, closing the 

circle, so we have to dip back again! 

Bender: Well, closing the circle, when I mentioned to cultivate oneôs garden, it 

comes back to that same issue of doing things with craft, with feeling, 

with being there. Voltaire talks about cultivating your own garden, and I 

got hooked on Voltaire from the completely opposite direction. My city 

planning friend in France, Bertrand Warnier from Cergy-Pontoise, gave 

me a lovely little volume and told me to read Voltaire [Candide]. I read 

with fascination and realized that if you go down on your hands and knees 
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and put your hands in the garden, itôs a different experience. Now, Iôm not 

saying you have to be a farmer or a gardenerðthe garden is also a 

metaphorðbut if you donôt do that sometimes, if someone cleans your 

house and someone takes care of your garden and someoneôs teaching 

your children, weôre losing something. And if weôre going to have 

planned cities, we have to plan cities like we really care about cities, and 

live there, and know how each one is different and how you live, and take 

part in it. Too often designers areðI amðin an office building 

somewhere deciding this will be this neighborhood and that will be that 

neighborhood. ñAnd oh, weôll put in a playground here.ò  

This has been building in me. And it comes back in cycles, because I get 

involved in something that takes meðwhen I was beginning to get into 

bureaucratic things as the office went on in New York, I was the one who 

was more and more having to worry about how the office was running. 

Paul was getting the jobs, I was administrating, and I would suddenly find 

I was hiring people to do what I used to like to do, what I did best.  

I realized I wanted to be the one who was both talking about the big ideas 

and also to be on the site, have my hands in the garden. I donôt have the 

patience or the skill to do all the detailing that well or get something 

through a building department, Iôm better at being able to see the big 

picture and stay with it through the process. It was surprising to me to find 

that I can talk to the heads of a museum or the university or a company 

about big ideas and get them excited and help them steer it. I can inspire, 

teach, and be a coach, or a guide. But if I have to come back the next day 

and talk to an administrator in campus facilities, I canôt handle that so 

well, or I donôt want to handle it in that sense. Iôd rather find a way to 

work so I can use my abilities to do the thing I do better, rather than going 

to the building department and arguing about whether I really need a 

handrail here or whether this is up to some code. 

 And so two things happened in a relatively short timeðPaul and Ingeborg 

went on a trip to Europe, and while they were walking in Greece, walking 

up a hill, Paul dropped dead of a heart attack, and I got the call. It fell to 

me to call his son, and later to help Ingeborg pick up the pieces. We could 

have continued the office, but I understood for me it wasðI didnôt want to 

be one more guy in New York who was running an architectural office 

and meeting all my friends in the lobby when we were waiting to be 

interviewed for a project, and trying to game each other about how well 

we did, come out smiling. All those games, because Iôd been on both 

sides. Iôd met people whoôd come from the world that I came from.  

Charles Abrams was a name thatðhe was a small developer in New York 

who got interested in doing a good job. He hired Frederick [J.] Kiesler, 

who was one of the outstanding creative architects of the thirties and 

forties, to do the 8
th
 Street Theater, just as in Switzerland Sigfried 

Giedion, the famous historian and writer, hired Marcel Breuer and some 

of his contemporaries to do a small apartment house for him. But Charles 

went from that, and when I met him through Paul he was an advisor to the 

city government. He eventually became an advisor to the UN. He worked 
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internationally and he wrote a book on housing and developing nations. 

He brought New York pragmatism to the service of the poor in the Third 

World. When he came back to teach at Columbia, the UN used to ask him 

to take delegations to show them New York, and instead of showing them 

Rockefeller Center, he would take them to Katzôs Delicatessen and take 

them walking on the Lower East Side and in Greenwich Village. He was a 

real New Yorker in that way, and a good friend of Paul Wienerôs. Abrams 

opened my eyes to appreciating the richness of the urban life I had come 

to take from granted. He taught me how important it is to observe, enjoy, 

and use it. I was looking for how to play that kind of role and I didnôt 

know how to do it  

Riess: Were you a bright, young thing? You were still barely thirty in all of this. 

How do you think you were perceived? 

Bender: I was bright and I listened. And I could take it in and do it. You know, if 

they talked about something, the next day Iôd come back with ideas about 

how it might look. 

Riess: By drawing. 

Bender: By drawing or, in the old days, cutting pictures out of magazines. Drawing 

or assembling or just showing them aroundðIôd say, ñYou really have 

this working or that working.ò  

Riess: Please say that again. 

Bender: Well, when we would talk about a house, or the Colombian Center on 59
th
 

Street, or a plan for Aspen, and later on the campus here, I would say, 

ñLetôs take a walk. This is whatôs wrong and this is what we need. Look at 

this down the street,ò or ñLook at how people are using that.ò And not to 

try to put it in someðyou asked at one point whether Iôm good at writing. 

I tend to get more formal when I write and less persuasive than when Iôm 

talking about something that I understand and care about. I can explain 

better, and I work well in relatively small groups.  

For whatever reasonðsome of it is a funny world. I was a professor in 

New York. Cooper Union has a high reputation for a small place, and 

especially in my kind of world, so I was the Cooper Union professor who 

does this and that, the Cooper Union professor whoôs advised the federal 

government and whoôs advised the UN, and each round of it builds up. 

And it was all done throughðin fact, just recently in looking for 

something on the Internet, trying to see if I could find anything on one of 

the last houses I did, or actually I finished it after Paul diedðthere were 

two houses in the Bahamas, one for a family named Ault, Lee Ault. 

Lyford Cay was the name of the area where it was in the Nassau. So I 

went to look it up on Google, and the name came up and it was in Paul 

Wienerôs papers that Ingeborg had donated to the University of Oregon, 

itôs the contents of a box. Things get spread around in funny ways. 
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 But it was completely logical in Mexico that through Eduardo and Ivan 

Illich I would meet the architect [Pedro] Ramírez Vázquez, who designed 

the beautiful museum in the park in Mexico City, but who eventually 

became the minister ofðthe equivalent of HUD. I could introduce him to 

the Ford Foundation because I was advising them on urban housing and 

education. 

Riess: Maybe you thought of yourself as operating at some other level, but it 

sounds like power. 

Bender: Itôs a kind of power.  

But Paul died, and then not long after that my father died, and he was not 

sixty-five yet. And the kids were at an age where if we were going to have 

an adventure, we could still do it with them. Itôs harder to take kids out of 

high school. And so we said, what if we step back and seeðI was feeling 

that life is short and precious. I wanted to be sure I was living it where I 

wanted to be living it. In all those years in New York I was busy all the 

time, but I could walk the kids to school in the morning. If weôd stayed in 

New York much longer we would have had to make strange decisions 

aboutðwould we buy a loft and send the kids to private school? Would 

we move to East 80
th
 Street and send them to P.S. 6? 

Riess: All those years in New York. That was not that long a period that weôre 

talking about. But it was intense. 

Bender: Yes, yes. 

Riess: You might have wanted to get away from that degree of intensity. 

Bender: Well, I was realizing I was doing more things than I could handle in 

different places. You asked once about Amenity One, what that name 

meant. Itôs what I named that first development in Amagansett when we 

built the house. It was meant to be moreðamenity sounded like what we 

were looking for. Some of the other people who were part of it only 

recently saw the name when it was published in I think the Hamptons 

utopia book, or something like that [Weekend Utopia: Modern Living in 

the Hamptons by Alastair Gordon.] The Moores and the Nones, who were 

two of the original people, saw it and they said, ñWhere did Amenity 

come from?ò [laughing]  

About 1966 I did buy another twenty-five acres down the road and 

divided it up. A woman named Hannah Shapiro, who had two children 

and often joined our group, asked me to make a similar community. I 

designed a house for her on one of the lots. I designed a house for a family 

named Engelstein, Stanley Engelstein, on another one of the lots. It was 

the same idea of homes clustered around land that was owned in common. 

My brother bought a lot, and an architect friend named Walfredo 

Toscanini, the grandson of Toscanini, a friend of ours and a partner of Jim 

Polshekôs for a while. Jenny Polshek was a classmate of Michael and 

David and James Polshek was a fellow parent and architect-advisor to the 
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Downtown Community School Board. He has had a great career, 

including recent renovations of Carnegie Hall and the Brooklyn Museum, 

the Clinton Library, and the theater at the Yerba Buena Center, next to 

Makiôs building. Joel Greyôs daughter Jennifer Grey was in their class 

also.  

Anyway, then it was getting complicated. The town was asking for a 

subdivision plan with widened and paved streets, and it was harder and 

harder to build houses the way we were building them, set softly in the 

land. The local contractors were getting overloaded or over their heads 

with the new things as East Hampton was becoming more and more 

popular and expensive. 

 So my role with the National Commission on Urban Problems had opened 

my eyes. I was starting to look at cities in the way of how they could be 

renewed and how some of these new technologies could work. So Sue and 

I had the idea to step back, take a year off, and one idea was to go to 

Europe and to see some of these things that I had been reading about. And 

then the Ford Foundation came along, and they knew the work I was 

doing from other things and they said, ñWe would love it if you would go 

to India, to Calcutta, where our programôs dead in the water. Weôre trying 

to do low-cost housing. We can use your help.ò They were doing things in 

Delhi and other places, but Calcutta was the big problem. We talked about 

it and it started to sound exciting. Calcutta was so exotic. The problems 

and the scale were so huge. Some women from the Ford Foundation 

would take Sue out and they would say the club life in Calcutta is great, 

and they were going to give us eight servants, and a Ford Falcon with a 

chauffeurðwith curtains so you wouldnôt have to see India.  

Riess: These are conversations you were having before you took off for your 

year? 

Bender: Well, this is what we were going to do for the year. 

Riess: And the kids? 

Bender: The kids, they would put them in private school anywhere for us and weôd 

go to visit them and they could come visit, or they could come with us and 

experience such a different world. And finally, it just sounded exotic 

enough, and they promised, which we should have thought more about, 

for five years after we came back you would get a free stool analysis 

[laughter]. You had to have all these shots. At any rate, on a Friday I said 

we would do it, we would go with the children, and take on living and 

working there. The next day we were walking down Fifth Avenue and Sue 

met her friend Hannah, and Hannah said, ñWhatôs new?ò And Sue said, 

ñWeôre going to India for a year.ò And then she burst into tears. 

Anyway, we started to think about the shots more, and the children, and 

then some Ford people were saying a yearôs not enough, and I was 

looking more into it and realizing that the Ford people were really 

measuring how the city was collapsing more than they were really going 
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to be able to build much. So the next most exotic place was Berkeley. 

[laughing] Jerry [Gerald M.] McCue had asked me to come. Robert 

Geddes, who was then the dean at Princeton and a good friend, had invited 

me to come there and help them start a research center. And Harvard 

asked me if Iôd come there for the year. But Harvard, Princeton didnôt 

soundðwe wanted something fresher. 

Riess: And you were thinking only a year. 

Bender: We were thinking a year and then come back to New York. We sublet our 

apartment to Sueôs cousin who had two little girls. He was a doctor 

starting a practice in that neighborhood.  

Riess: A year would have worked at Berkeley, Princeton, Harvard. 

Bender: Yes, but Jerry was the  mostðhe met me through these teacher seminars 

and was interested in the way I was trying to teach and wanted me to talk 

about that. He was also interested in the issues of self-help in production 

and using technology in that way. And he had the idea of starting an area 

of study that was not just teaching engineering structures but teaching the 

whole picture of construction and urban building. He also said we could 

come for one semester or two semesters.  

So we decided we would go to Europe, and then California. The idea was 

I was going to see all these new building systems that were going up in 

Europe that Iôd been studying for the Douglas Commission, but also we 

were going to show the Europe we loved to the kids while they were able 

to appreciate it and young enough to be flexible. 

Riess: Very young. 

Bender: Yes, they were seven and eight, I guess. 

Riess: You could get across the sense of a place that you loved to a seven- and 

eight-year old? 

Bender: We could live it. For example, we would arrive in a square in Italyð. 

David had bought a soccer ball the first day we arrived, in Germany 

actually, which they sell in Europe in a net bag so you can carry it. He 

would go out into a square and take the ball and kick it, and twenty 

minutes later theyôd be kicking the ball around with a big gang of Italian 

kids. And we didnôt try to home school them, but we had everybody write 

something each day and make a drawing. I have a photograph of Michael 

sitting on a window seat in a bed and breakfast we stayed at in Firenze, 

sketching what he called Filippoôs Dome, from a childrenôs book about 

Brunelleschi, young Brunelleschi. They got to eat meals in a different 

way, see people in a different way. 

We knew people along the way, so we stopped for a while in Switzerland. 

We stayed longer in Switzerland. We picked upðone of the things I had 

done is do a little design for the Volkswagen dealer in Greenwich Village, 
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and he paid me in a car that I could pick up, a Volkswagen squareback at 

the factory in Wolfsburg. So we flew to England and looked at some of 

the English building systems and stayed in London for a week, where we 

knew some people. And we went up to Macclesfield to visit Tilly, who 

had lived with us as a kind of au pair in New York one year. And then we 

flew to Denmark and looked at Copenhagen and Tivoli Gardens.  

Then we went to Wolfsburg and got the car and decided that before we 

went south weôd go to Berlin. So we drove to a station and took the train 

into Berlin. It was the time of the Berlin Wall and I wanted to see the East 

Side, and you could take a tour. And when we went through the famous 

Checkpoint Charlie, the boys watched the guards take these mirrors on 

wheels and slide them under the buses so they could see if there were 

people under the bus. They came away with all kinds of impressions. We 

rode the tram in Zurich, where the rule is children have to get up to give a 

seat to the oldðand one day they didnôt notice they were sitting in front 

of an older woman, when another woman rapped them on their shoulders 

with her umbrella and shouted ñRaus.ò After that they always stood on the 

trams. 

 



209 



210 

 

Interview 8: December 8, 2010  

 

[Begin Tape 14: Side A]   

 

Riess: We were talking about your New York and it made me wonder, was Jane 

Jacobs a friend? Did you know Jane Jacobs? 

Bender: I knew Jane Jacobs but she wasnôt a friend. She wasnôt exactly a neighbor; 

she lived on Hudson Street, which seemed much father away than it does 

today. But we were involved in some of the arguments aboutðwell, it 

started with the Crosstown Expressway which, by the way, is being 

celebrated these last weeks in New York in a big show of Paul Rudolphôs 

beautiful drawings for what it would have been. Itôs like a Buck Rogers 

beautiful scheme of this thing up in the air. 

Riess: So we as inðwith Wiener? 

Bender: No, Paul was never involved in the protest parts. But we, meaning Jane 

Jacobs and I, met at a number of meetings. We were part of marches and 

committees and wrote petitions, and with Cooper students we did projects. 

She organized people in that part of the Village which nowadays is where 

Chelsea meets Tribeca, and in a way itôs been gentrified in a way that she 

would never have conceived. All those loft buildingsðthereôs one twenty 

story building, a loft building thatôs now all architecture offices, [Rafael] 

Viñoly, Fred Schwartz, Gwathmey. But thatôs where I knew her from 

mostly. I was fascinated in that time: I really appreciated what she was 

trying to do on one level, and I saw it as shortsighted, it was opposition 

rather than putting in a better alternative model. I admired Moses, in 

another way, but didnôt think that putting the freeway across was a good 

idea. 

 The third piece of it was Lewis Mumford. Lewis Mumford in principle 

was more with her, but he wrote a beautiful articleðhe used to write the 

Sky Line [column] in the New Yorker, and he wrote a beautiful article in 

which he compared her scenario, as I recall, to Nelson Eddy and Jeanette 

MacDonald in one of those film operettas where thereôs an organ peddler 

on the corner of the street and the policeman is patting the kids on the 

head, romanticizing what was there. Mumford, in turn, was talking about 

projects like Fresh Meadowsðas you take the highway toward Long 

Island but then you make the turn for Kennedy thereôs an exit just before 

the parkway that goes to Kennedy called Utopia Parkway. Right off 

Utopia was a life insurance project done about the same time as Peter 

Cooper and Stuyvesant Town, but in Queens, with a few six-story 

buildings but mostly garden city kind of things, low buildings and the 

backyards were common space. He wrote enthusiastically about those 

things. He wrote about the new towns being designed by Clarence Stein 

and Henry Wright, and about their experiment at Radburn in New Jersey. 
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 Jane Jacobs was saying we should keep it like it is, it seemed. Moses 

wanted to tear it all down. Mumford was looking for a way in between, 

and that remains the issue today. In Paris thereôs the argument now that 

[Nicolas] Sarkozy, in the new Paris Grand [Grand Paris] projects, 

proposes to build towers in clusters all around, and in a sense forgetting 

the skyline of Paris. Other people are saying Paris, Washington, maybe 

one or two other cities that are low rise where you get the sweep of the 

landscape, one of its strengths is that itôs low, but it actually has higher 

density in those eight-story or so buildings built to the street than the 

towers would have. And the issue is constantly posed like the 

Jacobs/Moses, this high against low, new versus old, and neverðrarely 

taken on is how do you make the transition? How do you go step-by-step, 

keeping something of the old and transitioning to the new and increasing 

the density, keeping community and a sense of the larger landscape, 

without doing it in those big chunks, which end up breaking the whole 

pattern of the city in most cases. The argument hasnôt changed; it goes on 

in China today now, as they get a more aware of what theyôre doing. 

Riess: Well, the middle way is somehow never interesting. 

Bender: Except if you live in it. [laughter] Thereôs a whole new generation of 

people my ageðI had a visit from a cousin who lived most of her life in 

North Carolina, although she and her husband are very cosmopolitan in 

other ways, and at the age of almost sixty she went back and got a PhD 

and she ended up getting a teaching job in Chicago. Sheôs now living on 

the twentieth floor of a high rise, and he comes to visit her one weekend 

and she goes back the other and sheôs saying, ñI love being up in a high 

rise and looking out at the lake and having a doorman and someone to get 

the packages.ò But she also said she canôt walk to the store, and if sheôd 

taken something in a six-story apartment a few blocks away she could 

come down to the store. So. 

Riess: Iôm interested in how Jane Jacobs stands for so much. How is it that one 

person comes to embody all this theory about cities? 

Bender: Itôs the last word, embody. Somehow she came to it. She was writing for 

Fortune magazine at that time. She was basically a housewife who cared 

about her neighborhood, but she went one step beyond writing and started 

to organize people in the neighborhood. She started the movement. And 

like many movements, at one point the movement passed her by. She 

moved to Toronto, eventually, where she lives now, has lived for a long 

time, because she didnôt want it anymore. The movement has become both 

a positive force and in many ways really disruptive, they stop everything, 

preservationists. 

Riess: Landmarking. 

Bender: They landmark everything, they stall, even when they know theyôre not 

going to succeed they end up penalizing and buildings cost more. In San 

Francisco BRIDGE was going to do a project the city had asked us to do 

that includes some apartments for people with AIDS, and some of the 
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lowest income people from public housing, on the site of a 1930s funeral 

home designed by a Southern California architect as if it was in Los 

Angeles. Actually right next to it are some of the trolley yards. Itôs up 

whereðthereôs the Mint building right where Mission Street comes into, 

around Zuni restaurant there, Church Street is the name. And this building 

had burned down and had been rebuilt. When we went to take it down the 

neighbors said itôs a landmark. They organized letters from all around the 

world. It took three years to do it and it put a large up-front cost in the 

project. At BRIDGE we find if we can buy an old apartment and renovate 

it for $75,000, we bypass $75,000 of costs in what it takes for the paper 

work. So the preservation movement has both sides to it. 

Riess: Yes, just this morning I was writing a check to save Strawberry Canyon. 

Bender: Saving Strawberry Canyonðand what theyôre doing with the stadium is a 

madness. Investing more and more in owning buildings and facilities, 

when money for programs is scarce. Canôt stop that anymore, not even 

bankruptcy, theyôll bankrupt the whole place. 

Riess: Okay, good. Also thank you for sending me the expanded thoughts on 

coming to Berkeley. Your responses as an East Coast person, the image of 

the Saul Steinberg New Yorker cover. You didnôt expect to stay? 

Bender: No, we didnôt expect it, and no one expected us to stay. 

Riess: You mean no one at this end? 

Bender: No, no, this end was different, people assumed of course youôll stay, look 

how wonderful it is. And each time they said it, it grated us a little.  

Riess: It was like a needling? 

Bender: Not a needlingðit was a genuine enthusiasm. We came hereðit was at 

first a shock. Coming up University Avenue, it was just before Christmas, 

maybe Christmas week. It was raining. Weôd come up from Southern 

California. Our first experience of California really wasðwell, we were in 

Death Valley and then Santa Barbara. We went out at night and you could 

smell the jasmine, the sea, and then we came up and up University 

Avenue picturing all those moviesðlike California schools would be 

playgrounds, and then coming up University Avenue in the rain, it was 

like, ñMy God! What have we done here?ò But later, after we had been 

here for a while, and before Gerry McCue had said anything about us 

stayingðTim Vreeland was at that point the chairman of architecture at 

UCLA, and weôd known him from the East Coast years before he was at 

Penn, his mother was Diana Vreeland. 

Riess: Oh! 

Bender: And his brother Freck [Frederick Dalziel] also had that voice that George 

Plimpton had, that comes from those prep schools, that you can hear from 

a mile away. A wonderful guy, Tim. He invited us to come down. It was a 



213 

real New York/California experience. The university rented a car for us, a 

sort of a brown, it turns out Plymouth, and put us up at Century Plaza. 

And it turns out they wanted me to come there.  

But the New York story is we drive up to the hotelôs valet parking and 

they take the carðwe are feeling very luxurious, Hollywoodðand then 

when we come down and they said, ñWhat kind of car is it?ò I said, 

ñBrown.ò [laughter] I didnôt know cars, nobody in my world talked about 

cars, most people didnôt have a car, we lived in the city and took the 

subway. And so we ended up being taken by a parking attendant through 

six floors of the Century Plaza parking garage looking for the brown car.  

At one point on that visit Tim took us to the faculty club. I think it was 

February. It was still rainy and cold in San Francisco, but there were 

people swimming outdoors in the sun at UCLA. And then later on when 

Gerry asked me to stay, and we started to think about coming here, we 

said, ñWhat kind of crazy people are we?ò But thatôs part of what I was 

trying to say, the other side of it, that being surprised that Northern 

California was not the California that we pictured, the Steinberg view 

from New York City. Most of what I expected was the L.A. that is very 

suburban and colorful, and big school playgrounds and all that. In fact, the 

picture of L.A. is quite wrong, one-story ranch houses under the palm 

trees. L.A., overall, is much denser than most US cities. The Vreelands in 

1969 lived in a four-story apartment house two blocks from Rodeo Drive. 

Many of the UCLA Architecture faculty also lived in low-rise apartments 

in Westwood. When I had visited L.A. in 1960, working on the Churchill 

Apartments on Wilshire in Westwood, it was a rare high-rise at thirteen 

floors, but most of the buildings around it were unremarkable and not well 

built four-or five-story apartment buildings. 

When we were living on Tenth Street in New Yorkðyou could touch the 

next building out of the window. It was our family thing to gather on our 

big double bed and watch television sometimes. And we all looked 

forward to Perry Mason when it was new, in black and white. Here was 

Perry Mason driving around with this enormous Cadillac, and half the 

places he went were apartment houses, sort of dingy with these long halls. 

That was L.A., but we never pictured that as L.A. When we finally got to 

California and went down there we began to see both sides. Just in recent 

days there have been a series of articles pointing out again that L.A. is the 

densest of American cities. There are more people per square mile than in 

New York, than anywhere else, and that the idea that an automobile city is 

less dense than a foot city is not necessarily true. 

The other story that I have to put in this is Barry Elbasani had been one of 

my students at Cooper Union. Actually, I helped him get him into Harvard 

by writing my best recommendation letter ever to Jaqueline Tyrwhitt and 

Serge Chermayeff who were running the urban design programs.  He was 

a terrific student, and he was a real New Yorker. He worked part-time all 

the time he was at Cooper Unionðhe ended up managing a hamburger 

place, before McDonaldôs, called Prexyôs, ñThe hamburger with a college 

education.ò He had such an energy and such a drive butðin the letter I 
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wrote, ñHeôs a diamond in the rough. Most of the people you accept donôt 

need Harvard,  theyôre already good enough to go out in the world. Here 

you have a chance to polish this diamond.ò Chermayeff wrote me saying 

that they couldnôt believe my letter, but they accepted him and he did very 

well.  

Elbasani met Donn Logan there, and Michael Severin, and together after 

they finished Harvard they came out to California. They [ELS] went to 

Los Angeles to work for Victor Gruenôs office and moonlighted by doing 

competitions. They won the competition for a community 

center/auditorium in Binghamton, New York and then they foundðwell, 

they didnôt have a structural engineer and they didnôt have a license, and 

so Barry called me and I ended up signing, with the understanding they 

would hire T.Y. Lin who Iôd recently met through the ACSA [Association 

of Collegiate Schools of Architecture] teaching structures group.  

At any rate Barry was looking for a place for us to stay for the six months. 

We were driving the VW squareback across the country and Iôd call him 

every few days. I remember we were in Manhattan, Kansas with Charles 

[H.] Kahn who Iôd also known from the ACSA. He taught at North 

Carolina and we both worked with [James W.] Fitzgibbon and 

[Buckminster] Fuller on some things and then he went to Kansas. We 

stopped with him for a few days, and then we were about to set out for 

Denver and I called Barry, and heôs telling me, ñThereôs a house here and 

itôs got this and this.ò And then finally, I didnôt know, I said, ñBarry. All I 

want is to be near Malibu.ò And he tells me Malibu is four hundred miles 

away. [laughter] 

 So thatôs the picture I had in mind when I wrote about the New Yorker 

cover and the picture. We knew what Berkeley stood for from the Free 

Speech Movement, from a lot of things, and from McCue and Charles 

Moore. I knew it was something interesting and special in my world. And 

Iôd just come off the work with the Douglas Commission, and Kaiser 

figured into it very heavily. Kaiser, which was originally a construction 

company, was one of the most interesting figures in looking at who was 

building in an interesting way. They had developed a lot of construction 

ideas andðmore than thatðin social ideas. Insurance for everyone, and 

the health plan which still remains, to me, amazing. Just last week they 

gave a big chunk of money to Oakland to do health care through the 

school system because health and education go together.  

Riess: When you came hereðI think of Berkeley at that time as all about politics 

and free speech and that kind of thing, but it was also a very productive 

time in design? The sixties were good for architects and designers? 

Bender: It was an interesting time. You could never sayðover every ten-year 

period thereôs good and bad, but California was on the upswing. When I 

came was part of the buildup of the school. I remember shortly after I 

joined the faculty I was invited to a dinner that the chancellor gave every 

year for the new faculty, and it turned out in University House they could 



215 

only fit in the A to H in one sitting and it took four sittings to get all the 

new faculty in. 

Riess: Thatôs amazing. 

Bender: In the college the number was building up. There were all these young 

people who had been hired, mostly before I came. When I came in ô69 I 

was thirty-nine, I was older. Younger people had come, Marc Treib, Gary 

Brown, who were taking over the introductory design course for 

undergraduates from Jesse Reichek and James Prestini, who represented 

my world, in some way. I knew Jesse, again from New York. He was a 

painter and I knew him from the Betty Parsons Gallery, the same gallery 

where Saul Steinberg exhibited. Jesse, before I came, had invited Saul to 

come out once.  

Again, it gave a picture of how the school was trying to look at things in 

different ways. To bring Saul Steinberg out, who drove across the country 

very often, to talk about and show drawings of how he saw America. This 

is a painter teaching in an architectural school, teaching the basic design 

course, which was particularly rich because of Prestini, very Bauhaus, 

Black Mountain. Prestini had a backgroundðat one point I read he had 

more sculptures in the MoMA collection than anybody else, because he 

made wooden bowls first, beautiful wooden bowls, and then he made steel 

sculptures. He had worked for Knoll, the furniture company, as an advisor 

and then researcher into fabrics and materialsðthe sofa in our house that 

we still have has a fabric called Prestini, or maybe the whole sofa is called 

Prestini. I hadnôt realized that until I met him, but he was also an 

incredible scholar on one level, a studier not a writer, but a scholar and an 

artist, and he worked with his hands. And he insisted when the college 

was conceived that it have a woodshop so that people could work with 

their hands, could make something with tools. And thereôs been enough 

energy behind it so itôs still there, although itôs constantly threatened. 

 When I came here there was the shock of how Berkeley was not the 

California I had expected, but the school was more than I expected. We 

had glassblowing, Marvin Lipofsky was doing glassblowing. We had 

some of the best ceramics in the world at that time, and not long after 

there were shows in the San Francisco museum and around the world, not 

just Peter Voulkos, but the whole California ceramics world. Sue fell into 

that when I began to have classes and the boys were in school; she began 

to go to the ceramics studio and she took a class from Ron Nagle, who 

was a marvelous teacher. We both got to know Pete Voulkos, who is a 

great characterðyou learn more from him by being with him. 

Riess: Peter Voulkos evokes a very hip scene. 

Bender: Well, Ron Nagle wrote music for the Jefferson Airplane. He still does 

beautiful ceramics. 

Riess: So, that was part of the attraction, that you were really in a good scene. 
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Bender: That was a big part of the attraction. Don Potts, who was a sort of 

sculptor, he made cars out of wooden pieces that actually had motors in 

them, and they could drive around. Not long after the Berkeley Art 

Museum opened, I think it was the official opening of the museum, one of 

the things in it was some of Don Pottsôs wooden cars. Our friend and my 

sometimes client from New York, André Emmerich, came out, and I think 

he stayed with us, and we went to the opening with him and he fell in love 

with the cars and he wanted them for his gallery. But then on the sides of 

the gallery they showed a little movie, and it showed that the car was 

driving around, and he said, ñI canôt have it, itôs a car.ò [laughing] 

 I have to say more about the Berkeley museum. Sue found the ceramics 

here, and a more open way of teaching, and if you see her workðin New 

York when she studied and worked at Greenwich House it was dark, 

brown, gritty clays, strong and dark. Here itôs suddenly white and red and 

gold. Ron Nagleðshe describes his teaching, no lectures, and he would be 

shy about ñtelling,ò and say, ñIf you have any questions ask me.ò People 

worked and shared ideas, techniques. And if you asked him he would 

always be looking down at his shoes, which were very often pink or red or 

some funnyðbut he was wonderful, he treated it like everyone was being 

taught at the same time but individually. She met Marilyn Levine in the 

ceramic studio and they became good friends, Marilyn became part of our 

family. She went on to be a major artist with show and galleries around 

the world. We and Michael and David have many of her worksðwe live 

with them and treasure them. 

 Another great surprise was discovering the Telesis movement here, 

ñprogress intelligently planned,ò a group that formed in the Bay Area 

about the time CIAM was forming in Europe. A group of young 

architects, artists and planners that came together in the late 1930s as the 

world was collapsing between wars and depression, Telesis opened bold 

ideas for the region. The core of Telesis was from CED, Jack Kent, Fran 

Violich, Garret Eckbo, Vernon deMars, Corwin Mocine. Wurster had 

been an associate, as had Thomas Church and Ernest Born. They were 

ñold timersò when we arrivedðmuch younger than I am today, but they 

had bright eyes and exuded a passion that captured us. One of our 

pleasures when I was dean was inviting the group to dinner at our house. 

[End Tape 14: Side A] 

[Begin Tape 14: Side B] 

Bender: The College of Environmental Design was about ten years old when I 

came, but the parts were older. It was formed out ofðLandscape 

Architecture was in agriculture I think. Jack [T.J.] Kent had started a 

planning program which was independent on the campus. Architecture 

had a history going back to Maybeck and John Galen Howard and was a 

big group of its own. Design had grown out of a program that went back 

to the 1880s or ó90s and it was basically home economics, where women 

learned household skills, but then they started to add classes in which they 
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were introduced to objects and fabrics, the history of design. Part of the 

Art Department shared space in Wurster Hall. 

Riess: Had you heard about this innovative arrangement? 

Bender: Well, it was one of the things that were interesting to me. At Cooper I was 

interested in what was in some ways like Cooper Union, artists and 

architects together. And I was trying to find more information about how 

it worked. I hadnôt pictured, particularly in the art world, how much was 

integrated. I know when I came here, and when I was here, I thought of 

myself as coming to the College of Environmental Design, which was 

interesting for me. 

Riess: Because you imagined it being somewhat like Gropiusôs idea? 

Bender: It was more like the idea I was aspiring to or thinking of than a school of 

architecture. I later come across what Wurster said, that he wanted a name 

that no architect would like. He wanted it to be clear that it wasnôt 

architecture. But at that time there were no such things as the College of 

Environmental Design. Now theyôre all over. For me, I pictured myself in 

such a place, but I hadnôt realized how important the role of design was in 

CED, the connection to the art department and the connection to the 

museum, which was just built. 

Riess: I didnôt know that there was a great connection to the museum. 

Bender: Jim Melchert from the Art Department had his office on the ground floor 

of Wurster Hall. Voulkos was in the school all the time. The ceramics 

labðthere was a sculpture studio there with its own courtyardða 

ceramics courtyard on one side and the other side is sculpture. 

 But we also began to understand, when we talked about going to 

California, and even that summer when we were getting ready to go, we 

found so many of the artist friends we knew in East Hampton and New 

York had been to Berkeley. Hans Hofmann, when he was trying to get out 

of Germany, was looking for someone who would take him in, and Iôm 

never sure who it was but someone in the Art Department at Berkeley 

invited him to teach. 

And Peter Selz, who had been at the Museum of Modern Art, he came to 

be the first director, so he knew these people. Peter is interested in 

architecture. I found he had commissioned Don Olsen, my first 

officemate, to design his house. A whole range of people who lived 

around us in Springs, those artists that are in the Abstract Expressionist 

exhibition at MoMA [Abstract Expressionist New York, Oct. 2010-April 

2011], and even more the ones you find in the recent biography of Leo 

Castelli, those names all read like our neighbors. The people who 

belonged to the club and the Cedar TavernðIôm jumping around, but 

thereôs a photograph in the catalog from the Abstract Expressionist show 

of a table where the artists are sitting around and I knew more than half 

the people there. At first I couldnôt recognize them because in those days, 
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even these cutting-edge artists, they all wore suits and ties. Theyôre sitting 

around the table and theyôre wearing suits and ties! 

Recently I found a picture of myself, when I first came here, and in that 

first seminar I taught Iôm wearing a gray flannel suit with a tieðhow 

much the world has changed in so many ways. 

Riess: Iôd like to hear more about the move out here for all of you.  

Bender: Well, in New York the kids went to the Downtown Community School, a 

progressive school based on the principles of John Dewey and the Little 

Red School House. When we came here, at first the kids were dying to go 

to school, weôd had them out of school for eight months. 

Riess: Did you do something like home-schooling during that time? 

Bender: I had them make a drawing everyday, and they wrote, they kept journals, 

and we talked about what we were doing. Every day was an education. 

Riess: Yes. 

Bender: But, they had their experience here. Berkeley had just become integrated, 

the school system, again with great enthusiasm and invention. I guess we 

came one year after, but they took all the kidsða lot of the kids went to 

summer camp before the first integrated session. 

Riess: Youôve said, ñwith great enthusiasm and invention?ò 

Bender: And invention, like the idea that before they integrated the school, during 

the summer they had a camp where all the children were together. We 

lived a five-minute walk from the Cragmont School. 

Riess: You lived on Creston Road at first? 

Bender: Well, at that point we lived on Creston Road, but then when we moved to 

where we are, right near the Cragmont School, but they went to Columbus 

because as part of the plan the older white kidsð3
rd

 through 6
th
 gradeð

went down there and the younger black kids came up here.  

Riess: As far as you were concerned was this experiment interesting and worth 

doing? 

Bender: Well, it felt like being part of a good experience. We were learning about 

ourselves. It was a shock also to hear David, in particular, talk in a really 

negative way about black kids. We would say, ñDavid, in New York your 

best friend, Aaron, was black.ò And he said, ñNo, he wasnôt,ò and finally 

he said, ñWell, maybe he was gray.ò What he was seeing was not the 

color, he was seeing the background: his friend in New York came from a 

family with the same kind of education and values that we had, while 

these kids in Berkeley schools were from poor backgrounds and a much 

different culture. David eventually made most of his friends with those 
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kids who had more in common with his interest in sports and doing things 

of that sort, while Michael found another group who were on the college, 

university track.  

Their reaction when weðIôm getting ahead now, but when we said we 

were going to stay, when we talked to them about it, they werenôt 

interested at first, they said no. ñIn New York, we can ride our bikes 

around the block without crossing a street, and thereôs this store and that 

store, and in Berkeley we canôt.ò And they were way ahead of me. 

[laughing] It took me years to get to that level sophistication in urban 

planning; they had grown up urbane. On that trip before we came out here, 

when we went to Venice and we stayed in a little hotel a couple hundred 

yards from San Marco, weôd wake up in the morning and the boys would 

say, ñCan we go play in the park?ò And they would go out to San Marco 

to feed the pigeons.  

When I first started to go to Japan it shocked me to seeðIôd be on the 

train going to the university, and the doors would open and these, they 

looked like six-year-old kids on their way to school in their uniforms, 

alone. More recently we were there and we met Naomi Maki who had 

been a student hereðher father is the architect Makiðand at that point 

her daughter was just beginning the next level of school and going to a 

new school, and they were practicing the walk from the train to the school 

because sheôd be going alone and she was six years old.  

But mostly what we were finding here was really exciting.  

Riess: You have said that the reasons that you were motivated to make a change 

included the death of your father, and the end of the Wiener partnership. 

Bender: Yes, I think Sue and I were both saying this is a time to look. And we 

didnôt expect it was going to beðwe really expected we were going to go 

out and look at something and come back. Again, even when we said we 

would stay, I donôt think we thought we would stay for very long.  

Riess: Were you at all in doubt that there was going to be a slot for you to 

occupy and add something? 

Bender: Not so much, because I had felt since my teenage years that I was hanging 

out with people who were pushing the edges, and by whatever accident or 

chances we went on that way. When we went to Europeðwe wanted to 

go to Europe after we were married to step back and see the world in a 

different way. But you know, we would have gone to South America or 

we would have gone almost anyplace where someone offered me a good 

job. We ended up in the middle of the CIAM movement, and I was used to 

being with people who were talking about what was going to happen. 

Riess: You were hired to teach structures? 

Bender: Well, to do two things. What had been happening here, Gerry [McCue]ð

there had been a succession of people in the architecture chair, Vernon 




