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Foreword

During my years as an architectural observer
(for Fortune, Architectural Forum, The Nation,
Life, Connoisseur, and others) I have increasingly
wanted to get behind esthetics to describe how an
architectural firm functions, what makes it
succeed, beyond talent and taste. In other words,
I've wanted to go past the facade into the business.
To my knowledge, that has not been attempted
before.

Three years ago I got the chance to try. One
office, a large and able one, agreed to lay itself
open to scrutiny, finances included, with no right
to edit the results. It is an unusual office in some
respects. not only larger than most. but ambitious
esthetically and compulsively well run. Yet, in its
problems and practice, it resembles the profession
as a whole.

So, after several hundred interviews and a few
thousand miles of travelling. 1 wrote this book. It
may have some answers in it for smaller firms. or
even bigger ones. At the least, it may pose them
some interesting questions. Architecture is a
strange profession, a precarious mixture of high art
and canny business that is frequently lashed by
economic suspense: when the national economy
sags. building can go limp very fast, as all
architects know. including those described in these
pages.

Thanks are owed to many people. Chief among
them are George F. Hellmuth, Gyo Obata, the
late George Kassabaum, King Graf, and
Jerome Sincoff—the latter two of whom, with
Obata, are now the operating leaders of the firm
HOK. I am grateful as well to many of their
colleagues, who put down their drawing pencils or
looked up from their computers to help:

Robert Barr. Edward Bartz, C. Robert Belden.
Donald Berry. Roslyn Brandt, Bernard Bortnick,
Jerry Breakstone, Jamie Cannon, Frank Clements,
Harry Culpen. Charles Danna, Jerry Davis.
George Dickie, Robert E. Edmonds.

Dorothy Forrest, Reagan George.

James Gilman, Gerard Gilmore, George Hagee.
Frank M. Hammerstrom. Velpeau Hawes,
James Henrekin, George W. Hellmuth,
Kathy Hoester, Charles B. Hook, Peter Hoyt,
Scott Hueting, Lawrence Hultengren,
Robert Hysell, Chih-Chen Jen, Herbert Koopmen,
Kenneth Kosar. Dale Kostner, Marcia Lacy,
Dennis Laflen. Richard Lapka, Donald Lee,
Patrick Macl.eamy, Charles McCameron,
Robert Messmer. Catherine Moutoussis,
James Moynihan, Virginia Miller. Rolf Muenter,
Neil Porterfield, Charles Reay, Bill Remington,
Terril Richert. Timothy Rickard. Terryl Rodrian.
Chester Roemer, Susan Sanner, Larry Sauer,
Larry Self, Gary Silver. Robert Stauder,
David Suttle. Jody Taylor, Richard Tell,
Nancy Toffant, Tad Tucker. Kathy UlKkus,
Kiku Obata, William Valentine, Paul Watson,
Graeme Whitelaw, Hugh Williamson,
Henry Winkelman, Kathy Wolfe, Masao Yamada,
Floyd Zimmerman. Lorrie Adair, of the HOK
office. executed most of the drawings.

Assistance was given, as well, by a number of
clients, Gerson Bakar, Roger Boas,
Michael Collins, Raymond Nasher, and
Rawleigh Warner among them. A thank you is due
to the leave committee of Time Inc., who, with the
generous concurrence of Bill Rukeyser. Managing
Editor of Fortune, granted me leave of absence for
the journey. Thanks. too, to the photographers
whose work is acknowledged individually on page
230, particularly George Silk, who believes that
pictures of buildings should contain people. Most
of all a warm thank you to Paul Grotz. a colleague
of many years’ standing who designed the book,
but —as always with Paul—did much more than
that to carry it forward. What is wrong with it must
be blamed on the author alone.

Baiting Hollow, Long Island
Summer 1983









00.0.0000
Ootocooooic'
ARITT

E




CHAPTER ONE

Architecture in the Real World

At the top of an aluminum and glass office build-
ing in downtown St. Louis, the professionals who
staff the home office of Hellmuth, Obata and Kas-
sabaum, Inc., having arrived at the office at 8:30
a.m., are going calmly about their morning’s work.
Among them are 70 registered architects, 19 plan-
ners, and 23 mechanical and electrical engineers, as
well as landscape architects, interior designers,
model makers, specification writers, computer
professionals, graphic designers, accountants—in
all, 237 men and 101 women of HOK's nationwide
staff totalling 711. Boatmen's Tower is the name of
the building, and HOK not only works in it but in
1974 designed it, taking for itself the 21Ist through
the 23rd stories as well as parts of three other floors.

On the 22nd story, in his office just west of the
tall-ceilinged drafting room, Gyo Obata huddles
round a table with a trio of HOK designers: pencils
in their hands, rolls of tracing paper before them.
they are threshing out the most effective floor plan
for an Exxon research laboratory on the East Coast.

In an office across the drafting room from Oba-
ta's, a small loudspeaker for the moment domi-
nates: a conference call is under way. Three ranking
HOK staff members, Chester E. Roemer, Tad M.
Tucker. and Chih-Chen Jen sit around the receiver
listening intently as a voice from 7,000 miles away
describes problems that the HOK construction of-
fice in Saudi Arabia is having with footings in the
desert. The home office experts ask questions and
argue some points briefly among themselves. Then
Roemer puts their advice together into clear instruc-
tions.

On the floor below, King Graf, national market-

King Saud University in Rivadh, Saudi Arabia
under construction

ing director for HOK, is discussing the prospect of
a large commission for an urban skyscraper with
Jerry Sincoff, chief administrator of HOK, and se-
nior vice president Gerry Gilmore. Graf and Sincoff
are both vice chairmen; the designer, Obata, i1s
chairman and president. The three make up the of-
fice of the chairman.

And still another floor lower in a quiet office sits
George Hellmuth. Technically, Hellmuth resigned
as Chairman of the Board in 1978 at age 71, turning
in his stock and yielding control. But he now func-
tions as Chairman of HOK International, a wholly
owned subsidiary. and still drives his Chevrolet sta-
tion wagon into the basement garage each morning,
parks it beside Obata’s BMW 5301, and rides the
elevator upstairs to work. Just now he is mulling
HOK's chances of getting an assignment to design
a large national hospital in one of the new African
countries.

From their windows, HOK employees look out
at an interesting and varied neighborhood. Due east
lies the Mississippt River, with its lofty and serenely
soaring arch. Three blocks to the west is Louis Sul-
livan's great Wainwright Building of 1890, and di-
rectly across the street to the south crouches the
old Federal Court House, where the Dred Scott de-
cision was first delivered in 1850. But intermingled
with such landmarks are recent structures, many of
them the work of HOK. On Pine Street a brand new
HOK office tower is rising. headquarters for South-
western Bell: toward the river is the CBS Gateway
Tower, while even closer at hand, just past the
Court House. stands the Equitable Building. an
HOK office slab that is completely mirror-walled,



and that reflects the far side of the Court House
dome back toward HOK's windows. On its ground
floor the Equitable Building also, as it happens, con-
tains the restaurant Anthony's. with darkly glim-
mering interiors by HOK: Anthony’s is illuminated
solely by the suspended brass lamps that Alvar
Aalto originally designed for the Savoy Restaurant
in Finland, and is a very suave place to lunch a
potential client.

HOK is almost as deep into the architectural
grain of its home city as Aalto is in Helsinki. having
produced not only office buildings but public and
private schools, research plants, a planetarium,
even a herbarium for the Botanical Garden. It has
buildings in many other big U.S. cities as well. Two
years ago in San Francisco alone, for example. it
saw to completion the Levi Strauss office complex
(750,000 square feet of space), a new five story Saks
Fifth Avenue on Union Square, and Moscone Cen-
ter, an enormous convention facility for the city.
HOK has also been involved outside the U.S. in
work valued in the billions.

HOK s rivals are the other big national firms that
turn out quality architecture: Skidmore, Owings &
Merrill. 1.M. Pei, Kevin Roche, Edward Larrabee
Barnes, Johnson & Burgee. Mitchell & Giurgola.
Harry Weese. Murphy-Jahn among them. Year by
vear these and a few other professionals build what
is best in the new American cityscape. Their struc-
tures and spaces interest and rouse us, standing out
from the blur of merely commercial buildings,
which offer little beyond air conditioning and prof-
itable rentals: yet there are those who say the good
buildings are often indistinguishable from the bad.

Like other vocations, the architectural profession
contains a mixture of the nobly aspiring, the rapa-
cious, the discount hacks, and the solid middle-ot-
the-road practitioners.

Counted in dollars. building is probably the sec-
ond biggest business* in the country. Yet there are

* Next to food.
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only about 65,000 architects as against 440,000 phy-
sicians and 500,000 lawyers. This is because archi-
tects are not responsible for buildings in the same
way that doctors are responsible for medicine and
lawyers for navigating the American legal maze. Ar-
chitects bear somewhat the same relationship to
building in general as clergymen now bear to the
marriage ceremony; both have lost much of their
influence over these specialties, officiating in per-
haps half of all relevant situations.

As a result, not only are architects few in num-
ber, but the average architectural firm is small. The
latest census of U.S. business, made in 1977. found
that there were just 11,346 architectural firms in the
country. The American Institute of Architects esti-
mates that the average number of employees (in-
cluding proprietors) is between seven and nine
people—and is even smaller for those firms that are
not affiliated with the AIA. Overall. 92% of AlA’s
member offices employ five or fewer professionals.
The average annual gross income from fees in 1977
was in the neighborhood of $262,000 a year: with
the inflation since 1977, however, the figure today
is probably closer to $400.000.

HOK is not an average architectural company: in
one recent year its total gross billings approximated
a million dollars a week. In addition, it offers a
wider spectrum of services than most architects,
performed by the array of professional specialists
mentioned earlier. Yet its basic product remains
buildings. So. like all the other architectural com-
panies. it has to deal with two major problems.

The first is the business problem. When the econ-
omy dips and corporations and institutions are
forced to retrench, one of the first items to vanish
from budgets is the building program. In such trou-
bled periods as the early 1980s. hundreds of archi-
tectural offices simply disappear, many of them
never to return. Compared with the average firm.
HOK is well armed against recession; it is big. and
it has a lot of momentum and a strong marketing
department. But it is by no means immune. SO it



deliberately maintains a Kind of permanent nervous-
ness about booking business, in good times as well
as bad.

The second problem is more recondite but in its
way just as pressing. It is the design problem.

The profession today faces a real dilemma in
dealing with the architecture of the recent past. The
customary chronology in all the arts is a chronology
of rebellion: the young rebel against the old. today
rebels against yesterday. until in due course the
present supplants the past. But this usual course of
events becomes awkward following a period of such
extraordinary creativity as occurred in architecture
during the early and middle parts of this century.
The 1920s through the 1960s saw the most complete
revolution of the building art in all of history. even
greater than the changes wrought during Roman-
esque and Renaissance times. This revolution was
led by a group of remarkable designers: Frank
Lloyd Wright. Le Corbusier, L.. Mies van der Rohe.
Alvar Aalto, Walter Gropius. the Saarinens. Louis
Kahn. and a few others.

Architects today can be described as still bobbing
in the wake of these tremendous ships. A generation
of talent has had to take over from a generation of
genius. and finds the going a little problematical.

One way out of the bind has been not to rebel at
all. but simply to accept the style that overturned
architecture 50 years ago and to carry it a few
inches further. Thus, there are architects today
whose work is almost more like the original Corbu
than Corbu’s was: surreal, spectral white houses
and gleaming small institutional buildings that ap-
pear to be floating off their sites, in defiance of grav-
ity or the rules of perspective. The effect is elegant
but a touch lapidary: when the forms are honed
down to such a sere, refined state, they can lose the
lyrical edge of that very tense kind of architecture.

A second. briefer approach to the design dilemma
has been by way of paradox, perhaps even parody:
if this is not to be an era of breathtaking new build-
ings. perhaps it can be an era of witty ones. It was

in this spirit that a group of architects about 15 years
ago appropriated the lay public’s own folksy ver-
nacular, exactly as the Pop painters had done earlier
on canvas. Favoring millwork from common lum-
beryard catalogues. neon signs from Main Street
bars. welded chain address posts and the like. they
learned to emulate the flavor of a roadside drive-in
or a spec builder’s bungalow, but in suavely propor-
tioned structures. These designers are ironists. and
they have been interesting in a literary way, but a
little blank architecturally.

Then there are the new historians. Operating first
under the general title of post modernism—a title
they've since grown tired of—they have been rum-
maging among stylistic techniques of such earlier
designers as Andreas Palladio for devices to incor-
porate into their otherwise rather conventional
modern buildings: architecture for fun. When a
prestigious architect such as Philip Johnson has
played this old game the results have been some-
times astonishing: a gigantic glass skyscraper in
Pittsburgh designed with a Gothic silhouette for
Pittsburgh Plate Glass, or in Houston, a bulk with
acknowledged Dutch massing for the Gerald Hines
Interests. or in the Manhattan financial district. a
blandly crenelated castle of speculative office space
known as 33 Maiden Lane.

A recent variation of post modernism is called
post modern classicism: so far most of its buildings
look like bulky but frail papier-maché stage sets,
their bluntness broken up into surfaces with combi-
nations of bright, childlike colors. Architect John
W. Hartray has said about post modernism. *‘The
movement looks as if it may pass into history with-
out having made any."”’

Just peaking as this book goes to press is yet
another movement that might be called neo-expres-
sionism, although it too echoes the architectural
past. The new expressionists include a number of
talented designers who have made their way up-
ward into positions of authority in firms that pro-
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duce substantial buildings. They are impatient with
most of what is—or is not—going on in architec-
tural aesthetics, and are out to arouse some visual
excitement with work that recalls the lyricism of the
1920s and early 1930s, when unique skyscrapers
such as the Empire State and Chrysler buildings
stabbed upward into the sky. And sometimes these
designers succeed, with exuberant glitz.

They have chosen, however, a rather slippery
style to reach back to. Art Deco, the name usually
given to the dominant style of the 1920s. repre-
sented an attempt by jewelsmiths and architects
schooled in the Beaux Arts tradition to come to
terms with an emerging industrialism. and they de-
signed some remarkably subtle, even poetic struc-
tures to bridge the gap between their own cluttered
neoclassical youths and the spare modern style that
lay just ahead. The result in architecture was ro-
mantic spires that continue to please the lay public,
and that all but the most scornful modern architects
have always really rather liked (if sometimes in se-
cret). But today’s designers are trained differently,
and confront a different set of construction chal-
lenges.

There i1s the matter of craftsmanship too. 1 re-
member walking through the lobby of the Empire
State Building one day in the 1950s with Frank
Lloyd Wright. The master was wearing his cape and
his pork pie hat, and carried his dapper walking
stick. He paused several times to point the cane at
some of the admirable details of the marble work.
“We'll never see the like again,”” he remarked. and
he was probably right. Though great architects are
still being born. the world seems to produce fewer
and fewer great craftsmen. and those that do appear
generally become dentists. Construction tradesmen
today can bolt buildings together quite efficiently,
like cars—but no longer like carriages.

Most American architects currently in practice,
however—and certainly most architectural firms—
do not follow extreme or whimsical paths. True,

they can still more or less feel Mies and Wright and
Corbu looking over their shoulders, and they are
also aware (if more faintly) of the great architects of
the distant past. But their personal inclination, their
training. and the preferences of their clients all con-
spire to propel them forward along the broad ave-
nue known as functionalism*. These architects
proceed from one commission to the next, influ-
enced not so much by theoretical considerations as
by what works well, in their own structures and
those of their rivals. And through the scramble of
their lives—the struggle to design good buildings
and get them erected on time and within the budget
—they gradually change and grow. One such firm is
HOK.

* Louis Sullivan in 1918 defined functionalism in one of his *'Kinder-
garten Chats™': “‘Form ever follows function, a universal truth. The
main function, so far as you will be concerned., will focus on the specific
needs of those who wish to build, and such needs are quite apt to be
emotional as well as what is generally called practical.”’



CHAPTER TWO

Beginnings

Many—probably most—architects enter their
profession for reasons that go back to childhood.

As a schoolboy in San Francisco in the 1930s Gyo
Obata, though both his parents were artists, was
lured toward science, a subject he excelled in: but
he recalls that as early as the sixth grade. when
asked what he hoped to become. "*For some reason
| said I wanted to be an architect””—not the first
gifted eleven-year-old to meld art and science and
come up with that answer.

King Graf had a grandfather who was a famous
planner, an uncle who was an architect and a
graphic artist for a father: it seemed natural to him
to choose the architecture school when he entered
college. He did not really have to puzzle over it.

Jerry Sincoff’s career began at the age of four-
teen when his ninth grade project. the design for a
house, won a prize at the St. Louis Science Fair.
Then, four years later, the School of Architecture
at Washington University awarded him a scholar-
ship that took him through his first year. He worked
his way through the rest, graduated. joined the rap-
idly expanding firm of HOK. and never looked
back.

As for George Hellmuth, the man who started
HOK. his original motive was something like
Grat’s: he early decided that the best thing he could
do with his life would be to emulate his father, who
was an architect. The senior Hellmuth had a com-
fortable practice in the city of St. Louis. specializ-
ing in business buildings. Catholic Church work,
and the grand. old-fashioned mansions that in those
days symbolized the good life for St. Louis’s well-
to-do burghers (and in recent years have begun to

do so again: many of the elder Hellmuth's fine old
houses today stand refurbished and gleaming. gaz-
ing out from behind neoclassic white columns onto
shady private streets).

All through the 1910s and 20s the Hellmuth family
led a prototypical upper middle class life. In 1931,
young George graduated from Washington Univer-
sity’s school of architecture with a master’s degree,
the winner of a fellowship for academic excellence
that paid for a steamship passage to France, a year's
architectural touring. and matriculation at the Ecole
des Beaux Arts at Fountainbleau. But when the new
diplomate returned to America in 1932, bringing
with him his watercolors of European scenes. he
found his chosen profession in a state of severe di-
sarray. This was particularly true in St. Louis, a city
already well past its prime by the time the great
depression fell. St. Louis’s golden years had been
the half century following the Civil War. when it
dominated trade along the Mississippi River, be-
came one of the largest inland railroad centers in the
country, and rose to fourth in population on the
roster of U.S. urban centers. 1t coasted comfortably
enough into the 1920s, but the 30s slugged St.
Louis. Trade fell. industry languished. and building
virtually came to a stop. In short. this was an appro-
priate time and place to learn about the vulnerability
of small architectural offices.

In St. Louis in 1932, Hellmuth soon discovered,
there were no positions to be had in private prac-
tice. even in his father’s firm. He was luckier than
some young architects. however: he wangled a job
with the city as what was called a junior architect.
He made working drawings for such buildings as
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police stations and bus shelters. Over a period of
years. he also did a bunch of comfort stations—
“‘about 25 of them,” he remembers. **I'd do the
whole job from beginning to end: design, working
drawings, specifications, then I'd go out and super-
vise construction.™

After seven years had passed in this fashion,
Hellmuth, by now 32 years old, went to talk with
his father again about the chances for private prac-
tice. But the answer was still discouraging. **"No one
in St. Louis knows how to practice architecture suc-
cessfully.’ his father told him, “"and that includes
me. If you want to learn how, go to a big city, find
a big office. and get them to take you on.™

Detroit in 1939 was already stirring with the pre-
sentiment of the wartime boom to come: Hellmuth
was hired as a draftsman there by Smith, Hinchman
& Grylls, then as now a leading firm specializing in
industrial buildings. Soon he found himself design-
ing, virtually alone, a thousand-foot-long ware-
house. But his engaging manner caught the
attention of the head man. and it wasn’t long before
he was lifted out of the drafting room and given a
desk in the ‘“*solicitations’” department.

During the seven years Hellmuth worked for St.
Louis he had formed lasting friendships with some
of the young political hands around City Hall, and
long after his move to Detroit and Smith, Hinchman
& Grylls, he would take the train periodically to St.
Louis and make the rounds of the municipal offices
that had design work to farm out. hoping to win a
commission from them. ““How about giving some of
those jobs to me to take back and do in Detroit?"’
he would ask winningly. His friends would have
liked to comply. but had to turn him down as an
out-of-towner. **St. Louis work stays in St. Louis,
George,”" they told him.

Hellmuth remembered their words in 1949, when
his first proprietorship came about. He, Minoru Ya-
masaki, and Joseph Leinweber left SH&G and set
up a partnership with two offices: one in Detroit
(called Leinweber, Yamasaki and Hellmuth) and
the other in St. Louis (Hellmuth, Yamasaki and
Leinweber). From the beginning the St. Louis office
did land a lot of the local municipal work. including
the design of Lambert Field, the city’s airport ter-
minal. And when the partnership split up in 1955,
with Yamasaki and Leinweber staying on in De-
troit, it came as no great surprise that Hellmuth
chose to regroup in his home town, offering a 25
percent partnership in a brand new office to Gyo
Obata, Yamasaki's deputy for design in St. Louis,
and 25 percent to George Kassabaum, Leinweber’s
deputy there for production. For the time, he kept
50 percent of the partnership for himself.

To survive for long, a new architectural firm
needs a strong sense of direction. From his postwar
files at SH&G, Hellmuth saved a 23-page single
spaced memorandum that he had written to the
managers of that organization. telling them how he
believed they could create a **depression-proof ™’ of-
fice, and the fledgling HOK began life with that

George F. Hellmuth, left. Right, the leaders of HOK:
King Graf, Gyo Obata, and Jerome Sincoff. Obata is Chairman
and President, Graf and Sincoff are Vice Chairmen.



blueprint very much in mind. Its chief points can be
summarized:

* Never depend on just one building type. but
develop a battery of them—schools. shopping cen-
ters. libraries. hospitals, office buildings. prisons,
etc.—to cushion a drop in demand for any one spe-
cialty.

* Diversify in location too: go where the work is.
and set up branch offices. When the economy tilts
down in any one part of the country, it may rise in
another.

* Expand into architectural subspecialties. such
as landscaping. city planning. interiors. industrial
design, and graphics.

* Set up a thoroughly systematic marketing
group to identify prospects, and contact them be-
fore they think of contacting you.

* Put effort and money into professional public
relations.

* Organize the office for maximum efficiency by
giving each of the three major partners a separate
function: design, production or marketing.

HOK started with an office staff. not counting the
partners, of 24 people and that first year took in
gross fees, before salaries and other expenses, of
$750.000. Its very first building was a handsome,
carefully sited public school in a St. Louis suburb.
Soon it won the commission for another school and
after that a school and chapel on the outskirts of the
city for a Benedictine Academy that Hellmuth's
four sons attended. It was the chapel that brought
HOK its first national notice. a structure with a thin,
frail-looking concrete roof shaped. seashell-like, to




shelter the multi-altared layout—one altar for each
Benedictine monk—that the order prefers.”

Hellmuth went after, and landed. enough other
local work to keep the little office busy. In 1961
came the first really big commission, an entirely
new campus for the University of Southern lllinois
across the Mississippi in Edwardsville. In carrying
out the campus, HOK established its very first
branch office. just 15 miles from home. A year later
Hellmuth sold enough of his stock to Obata and
Kassabaum to make the three equal partners.

The partners attended to other items from Hell-
muth’s memo as well. To expand the firm’s reper-
toire of building types. Hellmuth spent weeks in
Washington, D.C. stalking the architectural com-
mission to design a major federal prison in Marion,
Illinois, and finally landed it. This was a job that
was to lead to many more correctional institutions.

HOK'’s first corporate building of national scope
was Obata’s beautiful lab for IBM in Los Gatos: its
first hospital was constructed in 1959, and in 1970
its first airport. Its planning. interiors, and graphics
sections slowly took form and expanded.

The firm that started small in St. Louis 27 years
before, by 1982 employed more than 800 people in
nine offices, and was turning out more than a billion
dollars of work a year.

* Many thought the shell showed evidence of the departed Yamasaki’s
style, but Obata says that the late Pier Luigi Nervi, the ltalian virtuoso
of concrete, had more to do with it. The Benedictines brought Nervi in
to criticize during the design stage on his first U.S. visit. Obata had
planned a burlier, more angular concrete building. Nervi's influence
resulted in the thin curved roof that enclosed the church. A similarly
stvled steeple admits rhapsodical daylight indoors.

Design is the end product of an architectural firm,
vet not all architects work as designers. Part of the
staff has to get out the drawings and specifications,
and see to construction: another part must track
down the commissions and the clients. Design, pro-
duction, and marketing are the three basic tasks,
which each architectural office apportion a little dif-
ferently. At HOK the separation of powers has from
the beginning been deliberately Kept sharp and
clear-cut. It has also been very much influenced by
the personalities of the three original partners.



CHAPTER THREE

Design

Gyo Obata walks rapidly into the remodeled
warehouse office of HOK in San Francisco. Slightly
slouched, slim at 60, with straight shoulders and a
wide rib cage. he wears a pale Italian tweed jacket.
unbuttoned. over a black knit polo shirt. tieless.

Passing the receptionist, he gives her a quick nod.
and without breaking stride turns down a corridor,
slipping off the jacket as he goes. At the doorway to
his personal office—a spacious work room main-
tained for his use when visiting—he ducks in just
long enough to toss the tweed quickly across the
seat of a couch. then moves on to the office of Bill
Valentine. his design deputy in San Francisco. It is
ten o'clock on a Monday morning. and Gyo, with a
three-hour plane flight from St. Louis behind him,
is ready to work.

The job that draws him to San Francisco is a
sizable one, a multistory speculative office building
with 700.000 square feet of floor area on a promi-
nent site in Oakland across the Bay, near the curved
Kaiser Company headquarters. HOK San Fran-
cisco was chosen as architect because of its good
track record, because it is handy. and because of
Obata’s name, yet Obata has never met the client,
and certainly will not do so on this visit. There is
too much other business to attend to during the day
and a half he has allotted himself.

Accordingly on this first morning, Gyo visits the
site in person. Valentine acting as his guide, then in
the afternoon meets with his San Francisco archi-
tectural staff to discuss the office building. In prep-
aration for his visit, these designers have put
together models and drawings showing a variety of
solutions to the disparate problems of local zoning.

street traffic, interior circulation, and views, as well
as alternative ways to pack in as much rental space
as the situation will gracefully bear. making the
building profitable for the owner without paining the
neighborhood. Obata listens to what they have to
say. ponders. pulls their schemes apart and puts
them back together again in new combinations. all
the time applying his greater experience with high-
rise structures to make the eventual building func-
tion optimally. Obata’s working style is instinctive.
decisive, and quick. Over the years he has learned
to use all the HOK regional offices as if they were
fingers on his spatulate hand. and his grasp is very
strong.

Across the Bay in Piedmont. a house that Obata
has designed for himself and his wife is under con-
struction. and late in the afternoon he takes time off
to drive over and inspect it. But the new office
building is never far from his thoughts, and he soon
discovers that the top floor deck of his future pri-
vate home commands a fine view of the site in Oak-
land. He stands up there for some minutes, gazing
toward the site. trying to decide what will work best
—a symmetrical tower or a more complex combi-
nation of shapes. on the skyline now dominated by
the Kaiser office.

Tuesday morning he rises at six o'clock. plays a
hotly competitive game of tennis with a client, split-
ting sets, then presides over another design confer-
ence at the HOK office, and at three p.m. is off to
the airport and St. Louis.

He is not home for long. however. Thursday of
that week he spends in Dallas with prospective
clients for a $120 million office and shopping com-
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plex. Then the following Tuesday he flies to Nassau
in the Bahamas to confer with a Middle-Eastern fi-
nancier whose scheme is one of the bigger ones on
HOK 's drawing boards: a $300 million combination
of hotel. offices, theater, and shopping for a U.S.
city. The conference is in Nassau because it is held
on the client’s ocean-going yacht, and Obata and
his assistants travel there by chartered Lear jet,
bringing with them a big packing case full of scale
models.

The weekend after that. Obata proceeds to Lon-
don to meet with the same client again: then flies,
via New York. to Cleveland to get final approval of
his design for Sohio’s $200 million home office sky-
scraper.

One of Obata’s more interesting recent buildings
is San Francisco’s convention hall. an enormous
space sunk into the ground south of Market Street.
a single room without any supporting columns, 825
feet by 275 feet. large enough to contain five football
fields. Roofed by immense concrete arches, the cav-
ernous space does not become visible until you ride
a long escalator down into it; then it is astonishing.

Obata is a little the same way, but without the
convenient escalator. Although he talks cogently on
many subjects, his conversation covers a large es-
sential reserve. He is not at his best with words
anyway, but with a pencil and drafting paper. Then
his skills crackle. Give him a complicated problem
of space and human traffic to solve and he will al-
most immediately sketch out an intuitive concept
that takes care of every difficulty.

His speed still astonishes, sometimes dismays,
his colleagues: he himself, however, takes it for
granted. ““When you've been in the business tor 25
years. you learn to get down to the essence of a
problem fairly quickly,”” he recently said. **Design-
ing. after all, is only a matter of lining up a collec-
tion of variables, then simplifying them into a single
concept. You look at them, and an answer just
clicks in vour mind.”” Some architects simmer their




solutions a long time, like slow soup. Some produce
coolly and methodically. like computers. every step
logical. Obata is instant, computerized soup.

Because of the sheer volume of HOK work,
Obata has had ample opportunity to develop a sin-
gle Obata style. yet to date he has not done so.

It is true, of course, that only a few architects
working today are recognizable in their buildings in
the way that Wright, Mies, Corbu, or Kahn were: 1.
M. Pei. when he designs in concrete, is one; another
is Harry Weese (‘I like Harry's work,"" says Gyo.
‘I think that he has a certain kind of humor in his
buildings. He tries to impart more humanity’’).
And. of course. when a large expensive building
features historical whimsy it can often be traced to
Philip Johnson. But Obata’s presence in his archi-
tecture is always discreet. and sometimes almost
insidious. Some of his buildings are light and deli-
cate. some are heavy and dramatic. Even the
houses he has designed for his private use are reti-

The ranking designers of the regional offices come together
periodically in meetings. Top left are Larry Self and Larry
Sauer; next down, David Suttle, Chi Chen Jen, and George
Hagee: then William Valentine, Harry Culpen, and Chip
Reay; left, Peter Hovt beside Gyo Obata. Below, Obata
makes an image.

cent architecturally, faintly impersonal, not the
tours de force most architects feel called upon to
produce in such circumstances.

Obata has also used a wider variety of materials
and effects than most of his colleagues. Back in
1961. when he produced his first corporate design
outside the state of Missouri, the group ol research
buildings for IBM in California, he surprised the
profession by specifying that they be built of red-
wood—most architects at that time would have
chosen the more officious steel or concrete. During
the same period he designed a residence for married
students at the University of Michigan in the form,
unusual then, of wooden frame town houses clus-
tered round a little playground park (and had them
constructed. for economy. by a house builder in-
stead of a general contractor). From the beginning,
however. he has used hard materials too. One of his
first well known buildings was the chapel of thin
concrete, its roof ruffled for strength, that he de-
signed for the Benedictines in St. Louis.

About midway in his career Obata got very inter-
ested in handling the flow of a lot of people in large.
crowded places—airports. shopping galleries—and
he is recognized as being very good at it. Though
most of his urban office buildings do not differ
markedly in appearance from the gleaming, glazed
towers and slabs of other designers, they generally
perform better. Many of his suburban corporate
groups achieve lyricism—Squibb in New Jersey.
Mobil in Virginia, and his first job for 1BM.

Obata is willing to do research and to take es-
thetic chances. Faced with designing a university
for central Saudi Arabia. he was not content to con-
jure up cinematic settings appropriate to Gary
Cooper and the French Foreign Legion. as some
architects have done in reaching for an indigenous
Middle East style. He sought out and found a valid
local building idiom in that bleak. sun-scorched
land. the Najd style. which features flat roofs with
small windows, and—through the Ottoman influ-
ence—beautifully intricate fretwork balconies.
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Obata is hanging his own version of them on vast
prefab concrete facades.

One reason clients often cite for their hiring of
HOK is the firm’'s reputation for holding to con-
struction budgets—the resuit not only of pressure
from the efficient HOK estimators, but of instincts
inside Obata himself. Whether he i1s doing a large
research center or a house for his own use, there is
no reason, he believes, why he can’t meet a reason-
able budget if he has thought through the total de-
sign. In the case of a high rise office building, there
are five major elements that he concentrates on: the
structural system, the mechanical system, the ele-
vatoring. the exterior wall, and ‘*how you meet the
ground.”” Get those five within budget. he says. and
the cost of the building will be under control.

In dealing with the five, HOK’s size gives Obata
advantages. For example, when he needs curtain
walls he talks the matter over with a curtain wall
manufacturer, who he knows will be eager to help
because of HOK's large number of current office
buildings under design. ** ‘Okay,” | say. ‘look,
we've got 25 bucks per square foot budgeted for
wall: what can I do to make it a different detail” He
shows me how I can put on a rounded. shiny, stain-
less steel trim that will create some reflectivity at
the edge. and that won’t cost much extra. He’ll
even make a full size mockup of our sketch, so we
can judge it. Right now we're doing an office build-
ing in New Orleans, and we wanted a green granite
wall. Well. we got together with a stone supplier,
who located a green granite in India. had it shipped
to Italy, where they cut it into one-inch-thick
panels, highly polished. and we're getting that wall
for $28 a square foot.™’

On Obata rests the load of an endless number of
decisions governing a very wide range of work—
probably a wider range in terms of different building
types than is handled by any other single designer
in the profession. Most of the other large offices
employ a numerous flock of autonomous, coequal

designers who, further, usually specialize: some in
hospitals, others in office buildings, housing, or air
terminals. But Obata, assisted by his trusty team of
lieutenants, does them all.

The captain’s relationship with those lieutenants
reveals certain of his inner complexities. Inevitably
an occasional designer will chafe at the Obata dom-
ination and leave. and Bill Valentine in San Fran-
cisco, who has been working under Obata ever
since graduating from Harvard’s design school in
1962, says he must always explain to anyone new
coming to work that while Gyo is easy to get along
with in most ways, “"if Gyo wants to do something,
we are hound to do it that way. We're bound mor-
ally, and we're bound in a business sense. And we
will do it that way. We're not going to look for a
way to go around it: we're going to do it, even if we
happen not to agree with it.™

Nor does Obata dispense much, if any, verbal
praise to his subordinates: he seems unable to. Most
of his design staft is used to this, but conversation
aboard the happy ship becomes a little ironical at
times. One designer who is familiar with the vigor-
ous political infighting of other large architects’
drafting rooms, where the young designers compete
for advancement with knifelike ruthlessness, jokes
about HOK. *'It’s not that way here,”” he says.
“We're united. It’s all of us against Gyo.™

What HOK's rivals in the architectural profes-
sion at large question is the complete control that
Obata exerts over so large a practice. He not only
spreads himself too thin, they charge, he suffocates
creativity in the staff.

Yet turnover among designers is lower at HOK
than at most big offices. Obata dominates, often
with great stubborness. but within that framework
he can be surprisingly flexible. A designer who has
been with him for the past seven years says, “"Other
big superstar architects I've worked for, if you
show them their idea isn’t going to perform well in
a particular situation, they’ll tell you, ‘Do it any-
way.” Not Gyo. He'll listen, and if you're suffi-



ciently persuasive he'll change the design.™

Sometimes he rethinks a design for a client, too.
Mobil Oil’s chief executive. Rawleigh Warner.
asked Obata to scrap a completed design for a head-
quarters office building in Northern Virginia after
he had second thoughts about the elevator layout,
even though the Mobil executives had already offi-
cially accepted it. Warner recalls, "I said, *You
know. I really think we've got to start all over.” Gyo
was absolutely marvellous. He said, “All right,
Rawleigh, that’s perfectly all right. we will start
over.’ I thought that was extraordinary.” The de-
sign was turned inside out.

One of Mies van der Rohe’s most famous aphor-
isms was ““God is in the details.” Frank Lloyd
Wright's emphasis on “‘organic’’ architecture
meant. among other things, that each small piece of
a building. say the corner of a window. must match
and share the character of the whole building. But
the priesthood is a little different today. at least for
most big time architects, of whom Obata is a con-
spicuous example. There are just so many hours in
Gyo’s days and nights: his concentration must be
on the concept, with dependence on lieutenants to
tulfitl it in window trim and column facings.

Moreover the industrial efficiency of today’s
building product system, though helptul when it
comes to shopping for granite curtain walls. also
imposes certain limitations on architectural work.
Wright's spirited structures retain his personal
touch because they were virtually made by hand.
Even the gem-like bronze curtain wall on Mies’s
Seagram Building in New York, though an epigram
of industrialism. was custom crafted. (Seagram was
also the first large U.S. office building with bronze-
tinted glass windows: Mies had to coax the glass
companies to try it.) But architects today must put
their buildings together out of basically interchange-
able parts—mass-produced costume jewelry. For
these reasons, they are finding it harder and harder
to control the tooth and texture of their work. a

situation that pains them. Every architect wants to
be a virtuoso. including realists like Obata.

Which may be why. at this stage in his career,
Obata shows some small signs of restlessness. He
talks about his recent travels in Europe, admiring
the old architecture. “*The buildings have been
touched by so many hands: there is so much activity
in the finishes. We were brought up with a plain
vanilla kind of detail. I think we are headed toward
some of the other.™

Several of the buildings on HOK drafting boards,
or standing around the various HOK offices in large
model form, show a tendency toward the resonant
lyricism of Alvar Aalto, a source seldom turned to
by American architects. Aalto, off in his wintry
Scandinavian lair, was a very functional designer,
but even back in the 1920s he was using curves. rich
natural materials. and shapes that evoke imagina-
tion. conveying a feel of the architect as individual
craftsman and artist, not so tied to the real estate
machine. One of Obata’s Aalto-like models is an
early study for the Sohio skyscraper in Cleveland,
with a silhouette that steps back like a gigantic stair-
way in order to prevent its bulk from looming over
the adjacent public square. In its final design the
building still steps back from the square. but in a
simpler and less interesting way, necessitated,
Obata explains with a httle shrug, by the demands
of rental agents for large floors.

“*Aalto was his own man, a very mature architect
always. from the very beginning.’’ says Obata. *‘It
may be partly a matter of schooling. Here in Amer-
ica it takes a certain number of years before you get
away from the rectangular forms we grew up de-
signing; we were trained to be very logical.

**Aalto broke that logic down and began to play
with shape and space. The great poetry in architec-
ture comes about in the breaking of logical rules.
The question is. how to do that without jarring? It
must be like Ella Fitzgerald singing—really smooth
and supple.™



CHAPTER FOUR

The Production End

HOK s ability to function as broadly as it does in
its regional offices, yet still exert strong central con-
trol, rests on a different kind of design from that of
architecture itself. and one of the men principally
responsible for the pattern is no longer present. In
the middie of an August night in 1982, George E.
Kassabaum was awakened by a headache at his
home 1n suburban St. Louis. He had suffered a mas-
sive cerebral hemorrhage. and three days later he
died. at Barnes Hospital in St. Louis, age 61.

Kassabaum was a lean and limber man with many
interests: he had served as a particularly forcetul
national president of the American Institute of Ar-

chitects: at the time of his death he was working in
his off hours on a book about Marcus Aurelius. But
his main preoccupation by far was HOK, and his
steady hand is still visible in the firm's smooth op-
eration.

Kassabaum was also close to the two members of
the present executive trio who have succeeded orig-
inal partners, King Graf in marketing and Jerome
Sincoft in operations. George K.—as he was called
in the office—first met Graf in the 1950s when Graf
was a student and Kassabaum a teacher at the ar-
chitectural school at Washington University. After
graduation Graf went into service in the U.S. Navy,
prowling the Pacific as an ensign on an amphibious
landing craft. Landed in San Diego in 1956, ready to
be demobilized, he was offered an enticing post as
an admiral’s aide in Europe if he would re-enlist.
On impulse he telephoned his old design professor.
now a partner in the new firm of HOK, for advice.

As Graf recalls with affection, George K.’s words
were brief but effective. What he said was, “If
you're going to be an architect, King, maybe you'd
better begin.”” Six weeks later Graf was at a drafting
table in the HOK office.

Kassabaum also selected and trained his own
successor, Jerry Sincoff. Sincoff came aboard HOK
m 1962 and for several years worked under Obata
in design. But then he decided he would be both
more useful and more fulfilled in the working draw-
ing section, which was George K.’s domain. Kas-
sabaum, impressed by him, soon made him a
project manager on small jobs—**the impresario’s
job.,”" says Sincoff—and Sincoft while still very
young moved rapidly upward to become a top man-



ager. heading the teams that have put up some of
HOK's most successful buildings.

Along the way Kassabaum nurtured him, Sincoff
says. “"George K. gave people the chance to make
decisions. which means the chance to grow.” he
says. “‘But when you had a problem. say with a
consultant or client. you could always bring it to
George to talk over. Usually you were the one who
did most of the talking. He would listen. and listen.
and then he'd pick out where the problem really
lay.™

Production is the specialized art of getting build-
ings built accurately. on time, and close to budget.
This means processing the designer’s art through
the drafting room. making sure it passes zoning ap-
peals. is safe. and will keep the weather out and
the air conditioning in: providing accurate working
drawings and specifications: and in general seeing
to it that all minutiae are closely documented. with
very little left to chance. These are the tasks that
Jerry Sincoff has inherited as George K.'s desig-
nated successor.

But Kassabaum was more than a production
man, he also served as his firm’s chief administra-
tive officer. and into this role Sincoff has moved
more gradually. Should HOK go further into com-
puterized drafting? How big should the bonus be
this year? How does productivity per employee
compare between HOK San Francisco and HOK
New York? Which senior production man in St.
Louis should be sent to head that department in a
new out-of-town office? And on and on. These are
intricate matters, and most of the decisions are
really joint ones, arrived at after Sincoft confers
with Obata. King Graf, and/or members of the man-
agement board.

With Kassabaum gone and Hellmuth relatively
inactive, the structure of the firm has inevitably
shifted in other ways as well. A group of proven
younger architects has moved up to higher posi-
tions: Obata chose William E. Valentine to head all
of HOK design under him. while Robert E. Stauder

advanced in operations. under Sincoff. and Gerard
G. Gilmore in marketing. under King Graf. Says
Obata, **It is more of a team effort now."” Besides
Valentine, Gilmore and Stauder. the national spe-
cialty heads are Tad M. Tucker in production,
Frank M. Hammerstrom in interiors and Neil H.
Porterfield in planning.

Unlike some other big offices. Skidmore, Owings
& Merrill for one, HOK does not operate on the
“atelier™ system, a term left over from the Beaux
Arts past that means that separate design teams are
set up within the office to take one building project
at a time and carry it through from the very begin-
ning to the dedication ceremony at the end. Instead.
HOK has specialists in each stage of design and
production who move in and out like offensive and
defensive teams in professional football. Just one
person stays with a job all the way. and that is the
project manager., an executive architect who is re-
sponsible overall for everything. and who is the one
HOK person, aside from the top partners. autho-
rized to deal directly with the client. The project
manager may have several buildings under his do-
minion at once.

When a job comes in to HOK. the chosen project
manager is given a project designer and a project
architect as lieutenants. The project designer, work-
ing under Obata, helps form the idea of the building.
and once this has been approved by the client.
evolves the detailed design. which also must be ap-
proved.

Now the project architect takes charge. seeing to
it that others on the team bring the design along to
the stage of final drawings. while the project man-
ager oversees, answers questions. and after the con-
tract documents are sent out for bid. arbitrates with
the winning contractor. The project manager will
also help evaluate subcontractors in some cases.

Then the contractors and subcontractors take
away sets of the final design documents, and go to
work making the shop drawings. which should show



how they plan to carry out the architect’s design—
what components they will purchase or fabricate
and how they will put them together. At this point
the project designer. one of Obata’s deputies, re-
views the shop drawings to make sure they comply
with the original design intent. Then HOK's con-
struction team moves in to observe the actual pro-
cess of building. which, with a large job, can easily
stretch over several years. Throughout the long pro-
cess, HOK’s computer center keeps each project
manager up to date financially by means of a bi-
weekly statistical analysis showing how his project
iS running in costs.

Among the time-saving production innovations at
HOK over the years has been a streamlining of the
drawing and specification process. This is important
because an architect’s profits usually depend on his
or her efficiency in turning out working drawings.
Compared with many firms, HOK relies less on for-
mal, detailed drafting and more on performance de-
scriptions—weathering and acoustical properties
and the like. This saves time. thus money, and gets
the job out faster for the always impatient client.
“*Show everything you have to on the working
drawings, but not a line more,”” in the words of one
HOK production chief.

Kassabaum once explained. **Contractors are al-
ways complaining that there are things on archi-
tect’s documents that they never use, and that there
usually aren't things on them that they wish were
there. So. periodically it helps to get together with
the construction people—not just the head of the
contracting company or the estimator but with the
guys out in the field trying to get the building up—
and we review the whole situation with them.

“*Take a window, for example. For an architect
to sit down and detail each window on a window
wall can be a terrible waste of time. The wall, of
course, must fit the spacing and proportions and
performance standards. But for a draftsman to have
to draw in the clips for each glass section is unreal.

If he has to do that, what he does, naturally. is call
a manufacturer, tell him the performance standard
and ask, "How many clips will we need?’ And the
manufacturer’s answer will be accepted as gospel
by everyone concerned. So why draw it?"’

Another way in which HOK has quickened pro-
duction tempo is by encouraging the use of analy-
tical freehand sketches on drawings. In most archi-
tectural offices, these rapid, vivid explanatory dia-
grams are sketched routinely by experienced
people. then given to juniors to draw up formally at
the drafting boards. At HOK the freehands are
often executed a little more completely by the se-
niors the first time around, with more dimensions
indicated. and then simply printed on the construc-
tion documents.

The biggest advance in eliminating tedious draft-
ing, however, has been accomplished through
HOK s move into computer land. After experiment-
ing with various electronic machines and techniques
for about ten years, Jerry Sincoff in 1981 set up a
computing center located in a newly rented suite of
offices in Boatmen's Tower in St. Louis. Its staff of
twelve, most of them trained architects as well as
computer experts. operates a million dollars™ worth
of equipment and can produce some remarkable
documents through their own copyrighted program.
called HOK DRAW.

One example of adeptness is three-dimensional
perspectives. In a matter of minutes HOK DRAW
can print out perspectives of an office building in-
doors and out to predict what it will really be like
when built; variations in the design can then be tried
out quickly, and checked from many angles. Work-
ing drawings also can be routinely produced, com-
pared rapidly. and edited. with the computer
replacing a drafting table.

Another copyrighted program. HOK SPACE, is
similarly invaluable in defining a client’s spatial
needs and processing raw information into etficient
furniture layouts. Charts and graphs are apple pie
for the clever electronic machines, and Sincott uses



them to help handle administrative tasks as well.

Though all the outlying HOK offices are linked to
the St. Louis computer center, the Dallas, San
Francisco. and New York offices are also installing
equipment of their own, each with a full time spe-
cialist to operate it.

Recently the regional offices have been granted a
greater degree of autonomy in the matter of spec
writing as well—which means the selection of ma-
terials and manufacturers for a given job, and which
has long been the exclusive province of the central
spec staff in St. Louis. Sincoff says. ""An office with

A cut-away perspective of the HOK computer offices in
St. Louis. The drawing was made by one of the computers.

90 employees. some of them young—and that de-
scribes most of our regional offices today—needs
someone immediately at hand who is highly experi-
enced in how building materials go together, how
they move. whether they shrink or expand. and so
forth. So last year we decided to add a specifica-
tions desk to each office, to work in constant con-
tact with the specifications desk in St. Louis. They
will be able to modify certain specs, for instance to
compensate for regional climatic differences. pro-
vided they can make a good case to the central of-
fice.”” To quicken the interchange. a network of
word processing machines connects all the regional
spec desks with the central one in St. Louis.

At the end of his first year as chief of production
and administration, Sincoff paused to take a breath
and look about him.

It had been a busy twelve months. Moving into
Kassabaum’s shoes had been challenging enough.
In addition, the timing of his ascenston was difficult:
that summer of 1982, the firm of Hellmuth, Obata
and Kassabaum. which had grown steadily for 26
years, even during the economic recession of the
early 1970s. suddenly faced the prospect of a strait-
ened future.

Like other well run companies. HOK attempts to
monitor its future by means of economic forecasting
techniques. It closely follows the national predic-
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tors of business activity, such as F. W. Dodge re-
ports. and each three months requires the heads of
its various departments and regional offices to fore-
cast their own profits or losses for the coming half
year, based on current work load, plus new jobs
that can be gauged with 90% certainty to be coming
n.

By early fall of 1982, although there were a lot of
large projects still being worked on, almost no new
ones were in the offing. Sincoff, Graf, and Obata for
the first time took action to shrink HOK. **We dealt
with it the best we could,”” says Sincoff. **We had
to trim our sails, which means cutting people and
overhead; it was not a lot of fun.”” Within weeks,
the total number of regular employees was reduced
from about 800 to 700. while HOK's net fees
dropped from $40 million in fiscal 1982 to a little
more than $36 million in fiscal 1983.

Certain HOK offices suffered more than others.
St. Louis, as part of the battered Midwest, home of
the smokestack industries. was especially hard hit.
HOK'’s San Francisco office, by contrast, did not
have to lay off a single employee. On the east coast
business dwindled in Washington. D.C. but actually
picked up in New York. Houston faltered. Dallas
stood firm.

Most American architectural offices, large and
small, had even rougher going than HOK: some
foundered in this worst of business weathers since
the 1930s. Sincoff attributes his firm’s relative suc-
cess to two factors. ‘‘First,” he says, ““we have
never been a swollen kind of firm. We've always
been on the lean side more than the heavy.” The
second factor, he says, is more important: “*“We've
made the conscious effort over the years to diver-
sify our architectural services—architecture, inte-
riors, planning, et cetera—and also building types:
not just office buildings, but hospitals and correc-
tional buildings and all the rest.”” This, of course,
harks back to the long-ago memo that George Hell-
muth wrote at Smith, Hinchman & Grylls in the
1940s.

“*One reason San Francisco did so well,”" Sincoff
adds. “‘is that it was not heavily into office build-
ings. So therefore, when some of the office build-
ings went on the shelf, there was a counterbalance
to replace them, a corrections complex or other
state job. Overall nationally, our interiors group had
been doing about 12 to 14% of our work; during
fiscal 83 it went up to 16 to 17%.""

Sincoftf summarizes, “‘l feel the firm pulled to-
gether very well. No large crevices opened up.
There was no cracking or straining. There was a
coalescing around what we are about.”” Even in the
worst year, 1983, HOK showed a profit, though a
very reduced one. And as of the fall of 1983, the
forecast for fiscal 1984 was showing a rise in net to
between $38 and $40 million.



CHAPTER FIVE

Marketing

Three hours’ drive south of St. Louis. on a
wooded ridge in the Ozark hill country, a burly man
dressed in old hunting clothes stands tensely with
shotgun at the alert, peering into the underbrush.
He is all but motionless: only his lips move, as he
cries out a strange gabble. Wild turkey 1s the
quarry, and the only way to lure a male into range
is to utter a convincing counterteit of a hen turkey’s
converse.

All at once there is a faint stir in the underbrush.
The hunter’s eyes glint. and he feels a twinge of
gout in one of his feet, but still he doesn’t flick a
muscle. Fifty yards away an ungainly fowl has
begun pushing its bulk of feathers tentatively
through the leaves.

As the moments pass. the turkey works its cau-
tious way closer. At last it is just within range. Then
the snap of a twig springs its wary instincts. and it
is suddenly up and away. Once in the air it is as
elusive as a quail. despite its mass. The hunter has
his gun up and on it—BLAM!—and misses.

“Dammit,’” he growls.

George F. Hellmuth, Fellow of the American In-
stitute of Architects, licensed to practice architec-
ture in 15 states and the District of Columbia, may
have missed one more wild turkey. but in the more
than fifty years he has spent stalking business. re-
markably few commissions have gotten away from
him. Seventy-six years old now, he remains a leg-
endary bagger of clients—""the granddaddy of ar-
chitectural marketing.”” in the words of one of his
young assistants.

It was Hellmuth. of course, who built up HOK’s

potent marketing department, in part by sheer force
of personality. He is earthy, flamboyant and aggres-
sive, traits useful to a salesman. as he himself began
to realize back at Smith, Hinchman & Grylls in the
1940s, when he first left design behind him for the
excitement of chasing commissions. “*Sure [ know
a lot about design, 1've won prizes in it.”" he said a
few vyears later. “*But I never really pleased myself
with what I designed. I would rather use what 1
know to select a damned good designer, then go out
and land the jobs for him.™

"The great salesmen of architecture have been
diverse types and of no particular fame outside the
profession: the greater public probably still thinks
of architecture in terms of Stanford White and nov-
elist Ayn Rand's Howard Roark, advocates and
symbols rather than the flesh and blood profession-
als who get contracts signed. Only very occasion-
ally does the almost religious aura of the superstar
architect include the essentially calculating talents
necessary in doing business. There have, however,
been some well known teams of salesman and seer.
In the late 19th century Daniel Burnham, of Burn-
ham and Root, liked to say, “*“Make no little plans.
They have no magic to stir men's blood.”” while
pulling in one choice commission after another for
his designer, John Root. And it was the steady, un-
flappable Dankmar Adler who found the clients for
the protean exploits of his partner, Louis Sullivan.

Hellmuth's own aura is very down-home. and the
older and more successful he has grown, the more
he has come to resemble an Ozark possum in man-
ner. After he nailed a mighty overseas commission



several years ago. someone at a cocktail party
asked him how he had done it. He responded with
delight, “*Why, I just put on my long-johns and
waded in and picked up that pig and walked off with
it!"

Beneath Hellmuth's joviality lies so much force
that when he lets go he can be a little frightening.
Within the firm he is famous for losing his temper
and raging through the drafting room, and the late
designer Charles Eames, who went to college with
him, said he was a barbarian. With clients, how-
ever, a salesman of anything so expensive as archi-
tecture must be calm, pleasant and confident, and
Hellmuth learned how to do that long ago. He
amuses. he charms. on occasion he flatters outra-
geously. (When he was still a child a favorite aunt
gave him a copy of Lord Chesterfield's letters to his
son. from which young George learned the lesson,
as he expresses it today, "*Never underestimate the
effect of flattery on even very important people.™)
And in the end. just enough of that inner force
comes through to persuade clients that architecture
is Hellmuth's obsession, and that perhaps it should
become theirs as well.

Day by day there are two basic techniques for
tracking down future architectural clients. and Hell-
muth has always used a bit of each. The first con-
sists of having assistants clip newspapers and
following the commercial press to identify likely
possibilities, then doggedly making contacts and
keeping in touch. The other is more intuitive and
proceeds by hunches, as when HOK back in the
1960s deliberately developed expertise in technical
research centers, equipping itself to participate in
the new wave of such corporate construction in the
suburbs of industrial cities.

Because new clients can crop up almost any-
where. a master salesman has his eyes and ears con-
stantly open. One time Hellmuth was invited by
International Executive Service Corps to go to
Egypt for a month to provide advice and guidance

on the establishment of a design-construction com-
pany for high-rise steel buildings. Not long after his
return, HOK received a commission to design a siz-
able office building in Cairo.

In devising strategy, Hellmuth takes pains to look
at things from the point of view of the client. taced
with the problem of choosing an architect. Espe-
cially when the client is a neophyte, third parties
can be important; Hellmuth. therefore, has always
gathered informal groups of lawyers, businessmen,
bankers and the like around HOK. not only to ad-
vise the firm, but, by the way. to help nail down
commissions. He also understands how difficult,
and sometimes dangerous. it is for minor executives
or government officials to pick an architect—so
much money is at stake that if the building does not
come out right, the pickers' careers may be seri-
ously damaged. One way to reassure these clients
is to avoid what architects call funky design: high
style at the moment, but subject to rapid loss of
charisma as the trends in architecture change. Anx-
ious clients also feel better when their architect
keeps in touch with them on a day-by-day basts,
after the commission has been won and while the
building is being designed. And. of course, what
makes them feel best of all is to see their building
get erected on time and on or near budget.

Architectural marketers. like other salesmen,
gladly give up evenings and weekends for the
chance to bag a major client: this is their sport,
more exciting to them than turkey hunting.

Hellmuth takes an exultant joy in selling: **What
[ love,”" he says, “"is making the kill, packing it in,
and throwing it on the floor.”” He says that the
greatest single selling opportunity of his life came
along in 1974, toward the beginning of an economic
recession that was to floor many U.S. architects. At
that time HOK. in order to obtain a foothold in
Manbhattan, had recently merged with an old New
York City architectural firm, Kahn & Jacobs. One
September morning. a questionnaire from afar ar-



rived on Robert Allan Jacobs™ desk on lower Park
Avenue addressed to Kahn & Jacobs/Hellmuth,
Obata & Kassabaum, asking it the firm would be
interested in designing a university in Saudi Arabia.
Jacobs telephoned St. Louis.

Hellmuth swung into action immediately. First he
caught a plane to Beirut, where he found a well-
connected lLebanese lawyer willing to become
HOK s advisor for a small percentage of the hoped-
for fee. Then he flew on to Riyadh and began mak-
ing friends. After 15 unsuccessful telephone calls.
he arranged his way into the offices of both the
Rector and Vice Rector of the existing old Uni-
versity of Riyad, and drank many cups of tea and
cardamom coffee with them while discussing the
problems and challenges of major university con-
struction. His earnest advice: what they needed was
an architectural firm with extensive experience de-
signing big American campuses—such a firm as
HOK.

When the university finally narrowed down its
list of design candidates and issued formal invita-
tions to submit credentials. HOK was among the 18
chosen.

In March 1975, the University asked just three of
the architects to form teams consisting of them-
selves, one other architect, two engineering firms,
and an architectural-engineering company from a
prequalified list. Of the three architects invited to
lead such consortiums, the only American was
HOK. The second was from Austria and the third
from Japan. It was becoming increasingly apparent
that the commission would be huge: a university
considerably larger than Harvard, to be built from
scratch on a 2400 acre site on the northern outskirts
of the Saudi capital.

Running his eye down the list of the prequalified,
Hellmuth quickly picked lour potential associates,
all English-speaking, and invited them to form a fed-
eration to be called HOK +4, and to be led by him.

The HOK proposal documents were delivered to
the university May 1, 1975. At the suggestion of the

graphics chief at HOK, Charles P. Reay, they were
bound in magnificent folders made of Morocco
leather dyed the royal green of the Saudi monarchy.
packed in a suitcase of the same leather. The leather
cost $4,000.

After nine months and a total of four trips by
Hellmuth from St. Louis to Riyadh and back,
HOK + 4 was pronounced winner of the $3.5 billion
job under the longest contract—ten years—that the
firm has ever entered. There was to be no recession
for HOK (and no rest for Hellmuth's longtime assis-
tant, Dorothy Forrest, a calm master of the process
involved in obtaining passports and visas and all the
other complex accommodations necessary to propel
her boss and his troops around the world). Instead.
over the next four years, HOK found itself hiring a
lot of new people and moving into a lot more office
space. It had to borrow $3 million to finance its
expansion, but the Saudis pay their bills promptly.
and the debt was soon cancelled. Today the univer-
sity, named for the late King Saud, is rising on its
crusty sand site on the northern outskirts of Riyadh.
Meanwhile on the other side of town an immense
HOK airport (Obata’s masterpiece to date, in Hell-
muth’s opinion) is close to completion.

Among the many Arabs Hellmuth got to know
during his trips to Riyadh is a prince of the royal
blood named Abdullah, who happens to have re-
ceived his education at St. Louis University in St.
Louis. Hellmuth says. “I call him the St. Louis
prince,”” and the two get along famously: the last
time they met, Abdullah embraced him in a mighty
bear hug.
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The largest commission: above is the
presentation model for the $3.5 billion
campus of King Saud University in Saudi
Arabia. For the dedication the Saudi
rulers had a tent pitched, floored with
oriental rugs, on the 24,000 acre site
north of Rivadh. It held two leather
thrones for the late King Khaled and
Crown Prince Fahd, who succeeded
Khaled as King. Their retinue enters the
tent; Obata is shown behind the King
and Crown Prince; the King mixes
mortar to set the cornerstone.



CHAPTER SIX

The Regional Offices

HOK is not the only far flung American architec-
tural company: a larger, older. and more famous
one. now in its second fifty years and third genera-
tion, is Skidmore. Owings & Merrill. At its high
point SOM had ten branches with a total of 2,159
partners and employees—including more people in
its Chicago branch alone than the total count in all
of HOK''s offices combined.

HOK’s system of regional offices. however.
works very differently from SOM’s. SOM might be
likened to a fleet consisting of three gigantic aircraft
carriers in Chicago, New York and San Francisco.
plus a collection of cruisers working independently
out of Denver, Houston. Los Angeles. Boston.
Washington, D.C. and Portland, Oregon. HOK is a
more unified organization. under stronger central
control. It has cruisers too. in Washington. Dallas,
San Francisco, Houston, Los Angeles. New York.
Denver, Kansas City, and Tampa, Florida. but they
all report to the command ship in St. Louis.

Abroad. both HOK and SOM maintain forces in
Saudi Arabia. and HOK is active in Beirut, Leba-
non, with a connection in Egypt as well. Compared
with SOM most of the HOK regional offices are
small (Gyo Obata feels a regional office becomes
cumbersome if it grows past a staff of 150) and all
are centrally supervised. SOM has no single design
chief; HOK has, most emphatically. All HOK fees
are forwarded to St. Louis for banking: all HOK
paychecks originate in St. Louis. Specifications for
materials in all the structures designed in regional
offices come from St. Louis (although this practice.
as previously described, is beginning to change
under pressure from some of the regional offices).

Most of the special service departments in St.
Louis have smaller duplicates in the other offices,
but St. Louis still renders aid when needed—from
Chip Reay with his two dozen graphics specialists.
for example. Health facilities, criminal justice, and
transportation all dock at St. Louis, although the
larger outlying offices have their experts too in
these intricate specialties. There is a lot of cross
circulation of staff among all the offices.

One other significant difference organizationally
between HOK and SOM is that at SOM there is
active rivalry among the SOM branches. Those big
SOM aircraft carriers have been known to launch
strikes at one another: the SOM Chicago office re-
cently completed an office building on the New
York branch’s home territory in Manhattan.

That kind of trespass is very unlikely to occur
within HOK. where overall strategy separates the
work geographically. Intramural competition is for-
bidden by the procedures manual, and King Graf
keeps very good track of the marketing efforts in
the various areas. Both HOK New York and HOK
San Francisco are designing hotels in San Antonio,
Texas. true, and the Dallas office is carrying out a
large project in Middletown. Connecticut for Aetna
Life & Casualty, but these jobs are the result of
longstanding associations from the past.

HOK is just small enough for its leaders to con-
trol the outposts in a very personal way. and this
easy intimacy is further abetted by the circumstance
that so many HOK people attended the same col-
lege, though mostly at different times. Just 15 per-
cent of HOK's registered architects are graduates
of Washington University. but all the executive
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committee—Obata, Graf, and Sincoff—are. So are
nine of the project managers, 13 members of the
board of directors, and 52 of the 185 men and
women with titles of associate or higher.

One Washington U. veteran in the St. Louis of-
fice 1s executive vice president Chester E. Roemer,
who has been with the firm since its founding, and
before that was with its predecessor. Hellmuth, Ya-
masaki, and Leinweber. Roemer’s major role has
been as project manager: he has a long list of build-
ings to his credit ranging from the first small school-
houses put up by HOK in the St. Louis suburbs to
the firm’s biggest job to date. King Saud University
now being completed in Riyadh. Saudi Arabia.

Chih-Chen Jen, who was born in China, gradu-
ated Washington U. in 1956 and began work with
HOK the same year. He is a senior designer, and
for several years he served as chief designer at
HOK's New York office, before he was pulled back
to St. Louis for a major role in the design of the vast
Saudi project. He is also lead designer on a large
international trade center HOK is building in Tai-
wan.

Two other veterans, both sentor vice presidents,
have rather different backgrounds, however. Tad
M. Tucker got his bachelor’s degree in architecture
at the University of Nebraska in 1954, and operated
his own architectural office for five years before
joming HOK. Today Tucker is national director of
production.

George B. Hagee's undergraduate and graduate
degrees were both earned at Harvard. He joined
HOK in 1956, and five years later became responsi-
ble for the programming and design of HOK's first
really big job, the complete Southern Illinois Uni-
versity campus at Edwardsville across the Missis-
sippi: and he has been heading big and small
projects ever since, as a leader in design, master
planning, and special architectural investigations.

Starting with St. Louis, all the carefully scattered
HOK offices have something of the same look and

feeling. Most of them occupy conventional office
space, often in a building designed by HOK itself,
and the light gray carpeted interiors are very much
HOK in style. The desks are usually oak, with
rounded edges and chrome legs. The files are wall-
hung horizontals. Glass partitions admit daylight
and afford views into the big central spaces, which
are drafting rooms. In St. Louis the placement of
the senior partners’ offices emphasizes HOK's cen-
tral preoccupation: design. Obata and Sincoff do
not sit on the marketing floor, but upstairs right be-
side the drafting room.

Sincoff’s office is neat, trim, efficient. Signifi-
cantly he did not move into George Kassabaum's
vacated quarters. which have been reserved for
small staff conferences and still retain George K.'s
orderly aura. Obata’s office, by contrast, swarms
with sketches, models. all the detritus of a designer
in motion. The St. Louis Post Dispatch in a feature
about the personal offices of important citizens once
described Obata’s lair as consisting of ""a cluttered
desk. walls. and tables overflowing with drawings
of work in progress, ™ and quoted its owner as say-
ing, “‘l guess I really should do something about it."
The reporter added. “*Actually, he seems perfectly
content with the way it is.”” Sitting in Obata’s outer
office, his secretary, Susan Sanner, makes every-
thing work, down to ordering numerous lunches
sent in for him and others. She has been known to
set the phone down and sigh. “*Sometimes I think
we're running a restaurant here.”

Of all the HOK offices, the most rapturous archi-
tecturally is HOK San Francisco. It occupies two
vast top floors of a grandly burly old renovated
warehouse that stands on the Bay waterfront below
Telegraph Hill, just inland from Pier 27 of the Pa-
cific and Oriental Terminal Company: occasionally
the superstructure of a freighter rears up over the
pier roof.

This is the kind of work space in which designers
glory. Huge, arched plate-glass windows have been
set into the bared brick walls, admitting so much



light and view that an Easterner’s eyes flinch. The
two floors are connected by an unenclosed interior
stairwell with a skylight above, so that daylight
pours down into the lower floor as well. The framing
is rugged timber, the wood-trussed ceilings soar.

Organizationally, the HOK Suan Francisco office
has long been a mirror of the original in St. Louis in
that it is managed by a troika of people with sharply
defined specialties: Robert E. Stauder, the manager
and head of operations: Patrick E. MacLeamy, who
is in charge of marketing: and William E. Valentine.
head of design. Terry Richert is head of production.
Charles Whidden director of interiors and Floyd
Zimmerman of planning.

The San Francisco office has always been al-
lowed a good deal of autonomy because Valentine
is probably Obata’s most trusted designer. A native
of North Carolina. Valentine went to the state uni-
versity there. then to the Harvard Graduate School
of Design, where King Graf in 1961 recruited him
and two others from the ten-member master class.
Says Valentine: “*King looked at our work and
didn’t say much. but he had that deep, dark voice.
and we just sort of followed him to St. Louis.™

In sharp contrast to San Francisco. the Dallas
office was first located in a 56 story Obata-designed
building with mirror-glass walls, which. at the time
it was built in 1974, was the tallest building in the
city. It provided first class conventional office
space, and the windbracing diagonals of the build-
ing’s steel frame slanted across the window walls
here and there with a Noguchi-like sculptural effect.
Before long, however, the firm outgrew these quar-
ters and had to lease the top floor of a nearby Holi-
day Inn for additional drafting space. Ultimately,
the entire staft moved into larger offices in another
new HOK-designed building.

King Graf is resident in the Dallas office. and the
design head is Larry D. Self. Charles McCameron
was also a designer, but recently asked if he could
switch to project management and HOK agreed: it

The most important marketing people also have frequent
conclaves, as do the planners, the production people, and the
interiors specialists. Above. Gerry Gilmore and King Graf.
Below. Jody Tavlor, William Adams, and Robert Hysell.
Bottom, Alan Shapirvo, Robert Messmer, and. again, Jody
Taylor.
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is the firm’s policy not to freeze people in one spe-
cialty if they want to try others.

There is a high proportion of Texans in the office
including not only Larry Self, but also Velpeau
Hawes. who is director of marketing. Hawes has
served as president of the local chapter of the Amer-
ican Institute of Architects and is Graf's right hand
man. A third Texan is Reagan W. George, a quiet-
spoken graduate of Texas A&M who left a small
local partnership of his own to join HOK two years
ago. A number of HOK architects formerly had
their own firms. successful enough but limited in the
size of buildings they could handle. Within a week
of arriving at HOK. George found himself project
manager of a $230 million office building center in
Houston. and now is head of production for the
whole office. His presence on the staff, like that of
the other Texans, has helped soften the feeling of
the Dallas architectural community that HOK was
a carpetbagger. HOK now has the second largest
office in the city. Terryl Rodrian heads up interiors
and Franklin Clements planning.

Graf himself may ultimately be called back to St.
Louis, but right now he is happy in Dallas, and his
presence is evident in many informal touches. HOK
Dallas is less departmentalized than the other of-
fices: for example, Graf decided it would be more
stimulating to mix all the specialties together, with
their drawing boards cheek by jowl. There have
never been any corner offices at HOK Dallas, not
even Graf’s own: all the corners were made into
conference rooms. The offices in the earlier sky-
scraper building contained two interior drafting
rooms. one of which received plentiful daylight
{rom the west. while the other depended on its flu-
orescent ceiling. The first was called the core by the
staff: the second was known as the hard core.

The atmosphere in the Dallas office. as in all the
HOK offices, is businesslike but informal, and once
in a while facetious. Pinned to the tack board behind
Graf’s desk is an elaborately lettered scroll pre-
sented him at the 1979 office party: **Horace Kings-

land Graf has been given this award for bureaucratic
suavity. From your faithful staft.”

HOK's system of regional offices was originally
the idea of George Hellmuth, who sometimes had
to overcome resistance from his partners, and who
from the beginning cast his eye on two cities in par-
ticular. **You simply have to establish a real pres-
ence in New York and in Washington,”" he said.
“Too much significant work is going on there to be
among the missing.”™’

But rather than start up cold. as was done with
the other regional offices, HOK entered New York
and Washington by affiliating with prominent local
firms.

The reasons go back to early struggles in Dallas
and San Francisco. At the beginning, the first big
jobs in the HOK Dallas office were interiors, not
buildings, while HOK San Francisco in its early
days subsisted largely on work drawn from an alli-
ance with an architect in Alaska: Crittenden, Cas-
setta, Cannon.

At that time in Alaska there were but few local
architects, and the cost of building was roughly one
and a half times what it was in San Francisco. As
Bill Valentine explains, “*If you could get an Alas-
kan fee for a $15 million building, and do the design
drawings in San Francisco where the same job
would have cost only $10 million to construct, there
would be a reasonable profit in the work for every-
body.”” So Valentine travelled north periodically
and brought back suitcases full of assignments.
HOK still is executing work in Alaska, thongh it no
longer has an outpost there. Within the entire HOK
network today, il one location is slack and another
desperate with work. the transfer of some tasks can
make for an economical balance.

Hellmuth entered New York City strongly. he
thought, when he engineered a merger in 1972 with
Robert Allan Jacobs of Kahn and Jacobs, one of the
city's old established firms. At the time of the
merger, however. the bottom had temporarily



dropped out of the office building market, Kahn and
Jacobs™ specialty, and there was not much new
work in the office. Worse than that. it soon became
evident that this was not to be a placid marriage;
Obata began having serious differences with K&J
designers.

Obata doesn’'t like to argue. He resolved the dif-
ficulties by moving the office from its old digs at 2
Park Avenue to Rockefeller Center, which did clear
the air. though at a cost of about a million dollars in
rentals and remodelling. In the move the dissenting
designers were designed out, and the Kahn and Ja-
cobs name also disappeared from the logo. Bob Ja-
cobs, an imposing customers’ man. a big game
hunter of note. and a fixture at the 21 Club, staved
on until early 1982, when he retired.

Dispatched from St. Louis to the New York of-
fice. meanwhile. were Gerry Gilmore. who took
over management, and Chih-Chen Jen, who became
lead designer. William B. Remington, HOK’s na-
tional head of public relations, made the move east
as well.

Manhattan Island to this day remains a slight di-
lemma for HOK. It is a notortously inhospitable
place for an outside architect to penetrate: the local
professionals comprise the biggest and best orga-
nized segment of the entire AIA. and they play a
very cagey game against invaders.

There is. for example. only one Frank Lloyd
Wright building in the city. LeCorbusier has nothing
but the exterior shape of the UN General Assembly:
otherwise it was turned into a caricature of his orig-
inal idea by local architects. Aalto is represented
only by an interior. Mies van der Rohe's Seagram
Building is probably the city’'s finest office struc-
ture, but a local man, Mies" junior collaborator,
Philip Johnson, cleared the way for it.

HOK New York has scored very well in its work
for clients beyond the city. In 1973 it designed for
E. R. Squibb & Sons a world headquarters and re-
search laboratory in Princeton, New lJersey. It is

responsible for a large urban office complex in Pitts-
burgh. One Oxford Centre. There 1s work in Con-
necticut, and a recent commission is a headquarters
for Grumman on Long lsland. But in Manhattan
itself, although HOK has been among the finalists
on many major projects, its only completed building
to date is a branch of the Greenwich Savings Bank
on Lexington Avenue, a prize-winner but not a sky-
scraper.

George Kassabaum once leaned back in his chair,
hands laced behind his head and speculated amia-
bly: “*We've been bridesmaids on three major New
York projects, and we've been finalists, short-
listed. on another ten, and all we've come up with
is one local commission. Do you suppose there’s no
way a couple of country boys from St. Louis are
going to invade that turf?”’

Today the top designer in the HOK New York
office is Harry Culpen. the production chiet is Jerry
A. Davis, and director of interiors is Roslyn Brandt
and of planning Hugh Williamson, while the man-
ager of the office i1s a native Australian named
Graeme A. Whitelaw. who previously practiced ar-
chitecture in his homeland, in London. in Saudi
Arabia. and in such American offices as 1. M. Pei
and Philip Johnson in New York.

Under this leadership. and despite the city’s re-
cent lull in architectural commissions. the office is
running strong, making money. Last year it won an
enormous commission from AT&T, a group of
buildings twice the size of the new AT&T headquar-
ters by Philip Johnson being finished on Madison
Avenue. The only drawback. for HOK's Manhattan
ambitions, is the AT&T location—northern New
Jersey. Nevertheless, as Harry Culpen says, with a
smile, "*It's kind of nice that the New York HOK
office is helping along St. Louis.” Significantly,
Gyo Obata recently renewed the lease on his Man-
hattan apartment.

HOK established a marketing office in Washing-
ton, D.C. in 1968, then, in order to expand to a full
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service office, in 1975 merged with a leading local
practitioner, Mills & Petticord. The National Air
and Space Museum, designed in St. Louis, seemed
a very strong entering wedge in the District as well,
but business developed slowly. This regional office
has run at a loss, and, unusual for an HOK opera-
tion, has also suftered several changes of direction.
One head of design was offered a partnership in an
out-of-town firm and departed. His successor in
Washington showed too many traces of post-mod-
ernism to fit into the HOK functional tradition, and
soon departed too. Larry Sauer is now design direc-
tor in Washington and Marcia Lacy of interiors.

Despite its difficulties HOK Washington (Mills &
Petticord has faded oft the letterhead) has turned
out some very deft jobs, including the alteration of
Eero Saarinen’s Dulles Airport terminal to accom-
modate the increased passenger and luggage loads
of the wide-body jets. Obata’s solution was a gra-
cious one, done with deference to the fine Saarinen
building. The office is currently at work on a com-
mission coveted by many architects, a new head-
quarters for the World Bank.

Elsewhere the pattern of expansion continues. In
Denver, where HOK has already completed one
towering office block, Wesley Horner. a planner by
specialty, 1s building up a regional office, with Jamie
Cannon as director of marketing. The company’s
new Los Angeles regional office has enfolded an
older HOK outpost in nearby San Diego. HOK now
also has a Kansas City office. and a new one in
Tampa, Florida, with the veteran Edward Bartz in
charge.

Overseas an HOK +4 construction office in
Saudi Arabia is currently involved in building the
gigantic university outside Riyadh, and for several
years there was an office in Beirut: the firm is now
moving into the Far East. Graf says. “With our
World Trade Center going up on Taiwan. a big one.
we should be ready for some more projects in the
Far East and Southeast Asia. You can’'t get busi-
ness in Hong Kong if you locate in Singapore. but
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we think you can get business in Singapore if you
locate in Hong Kong. so that’s where we're going.™

HOK has also been affiliated with an architect in
Stuttgart, Germany. and has taken part in a devel-
oper group in Egypt that has produced a 20 story
speculative office building in Cairo named—what
else?—the Nile Tower.

Meanwhile, legends persist within the HOK staff
concerning a future branch office in Zurich. with a
woman as director and a Rolls Royce as office car.
This possibility, including the lady but excluding the
car, actually was contemplated in the late 1970s but
nothing came of it. There was, however, a Rolls
parked for several months in one of the HOK slots
at the Boatmen's Tower garage in St. Louis. It was
left there by a European-based consultant of HOK,
and was finally shipped back to him in Paris, after
the partners decided that a Rolls did not fit the
firm’s image.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Buildings Plus

Architecture nowadays is only the edge of the
building axe: much of the heft derives from a com-
bination of technical specialties—Iland planning, de-
sign of interiors, graphics. site analysis, and
engineering of several kinds. Over the years HOK's
St. Louis office has deliberately made itself compe-
tent across most of the board, and, on a smaller
scale, so have some regional offices. particularly
those in Dallas. San Francisco. and New York. The
ambition of the company is to expand all other re-
gional offices to the same level: meanwhile the skills
can be sent out from St. Louis by team. In one
recent year the company spent a million and a half
dollars on air tickets.

Engineering has presented special problems. Be-
cause in certain projects the firm pays as much as
40 per cent of its fee to consulting engineers. some
years ago it acquired a minority interest in a na-
tional structural engineering company. thus allow-
ing a portion of these profits to return to the parent.
Then in 1983 HOK decided to expand its own de-
partments of mechanical and electrical engineering,
specialties in which it had become particularly dif-
ficult to find outside consultants in some geographic
areas, since many of the brightest young practition-
ers were focusing on high tech industries rather than
buildings. Under the lead of vice president Larry E.
Frank, the HOK engineering group is now large
enough to function as a major component of the
firm, taking on commissions from outside compa-
nies; its more basic purpose, however, is to pull
back some of the usual consultants’ fees—amount-
ing in one recent year to $10 to $12 million—into
HOK's own cash flow. Also the engineers can ex-

ploit the HOK computers, providing quality work,
and fast.

A principal difference between HOK and some
other large architectural offices is that not only are
the major specialties in design, beyond basic archi-
tecture. available in-house, rather than contracted
out. but the people who head the special depart-
ments sit on the HOK management committee and/
or board of directors and thus can argue at a high
level for attention.

This means a lot to all the specialists. George
Dickie. whose department is land planning and
landscape architecture, came over from the same
kind of position with another large national archi-
tectural office, “‘not because 1 was acutely unhappy
there: they used me well and treated me well. But
my work was a secondary thing to them, whereas
HOK is genuinely committed to the planning and
landscape group. Neil Porterfield, national head of
planning. is on the board and helps make policy.™

Several of the HOK regional offices have sur-
vived sparse early years mainly through interiors
work, an important and profitable part of design.
and a very useful economic hedge during business
recessions. when many clients decide not to put up
that new building after all but to redesign the old
one instead. Interiors jobs pay fast. too. They usu-
ally can be finished in a year. rather than the two or
three years it takes to put up buildings. Fees, billed
monthly, are arrived at by Kkeeping close track of
actual costs. then multiplying the resulting figure by
a factor to allow for overhead and profit. Nation-
ally, HOK's interiors group is headed by Frank
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Hammerstrom, and in [982 it was listed in [nterior
Design Magazine as the fourth largest designer of
interiors in the country, with $132.2 million worth
of work during the previous year.

Terryl Rodrian heads interiors in the Dallas of-
fice. A 1969 graduate of the University of Cincin-
nati, she came to Dallas in 1970, headed. she
thought, for San Francisco. the preferred city for
many designers, but on the way was offered a job
with HOK Dallas. She accepted it, liked it, and
stayed on.

Interior design completes architecture, Rodrian
says: "It means taking the shell of a building and
making it work, matching up the inside motifs with
the outside.

1 was once present while a design jury deliber-
ated in an interior design contest,”’ she goes on.
“‘and one of the jurors, an architect. complained,
‘But how can I judge the interiors? | can’t tell where
the architecture leaves off and the interiors begin.’

1 was kind of shocked. That's how it should be.
Interiors are at their best when you can’t tell where
the architecture leaves off and the interiors begin."”

She will probably not move on to San Francisco.
She has risen to become a senior vice president in
the firm, has taken over responsibility for interiors
work in Houston, too. and has married a local
stockbroker.

Both the interiors department and the planning
and landscape department execute numerous com-
missions that have no connection with HOK build-
ing projects: 40 percent of the people in planning,
according to Neil Porterfield, are occupied with
such outside jobs as devising a master plan for the
city of Doha in Qatar, planning a private devel-
oper’s 3.000-acre residential community near Salt
Lake City, doing a study for an entire new town of
2.000 acres in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, or laying
out a 2,300-acre mixed-use—retail, office, and resi-
dential—area near Kansas City. The HOK planning
division, 50 strong, is larger than most independent
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planning offices across the country.

When HOK planners turn in a good job it often
follows that the client seeks out the same firm to
execute architectural commissions as well, a profit-
able dividend. For example, HOK planners and
landscape architects were engaged in 1976 to make
a comprehensive development plan for Lake Placid,
N.Y.: out of it came the commission, two years
later, to design the Olympic Arena there. Currently
planner George Dickie is working on rural office
parks near Washington, D.C. for two separate de-
velopers who each intend to put up about two mil-
lion square teet of office space on large acreages just
outside the district—quite a marketing prospect for
future HOK architectural services.

Neil Porterfield has been with the firm for 19
years, and in the ecarlier ones used to upset George
Hellmuth by his willingness as a private citizen to
testify at public hearings against the development of
such areas as wetlands, sometimes by potential
HOK clients. Porterfield recalls with a smile that
after he had spoken out against one U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers project, “"George told me 1 was
a snotty-nosed kid. But 1 said that T knew 1 was
right, and the truth would come out in the end.™

In the Dallas office a typical planning job was
recently carried out by planner and landscape archi-
tect Frank Clements, just down the hall from Terryl
Rodrian. Clements' assignment was to advise Aetna
Lite & Casualty on the exact siting for its new of-
fices. to be constructed in the Connecticut country-
side 15 miles south of Hartford.

Aetna had purchased 287 acres, and Clements
and his group produced a 40-page diagnostic break-
down showing different possible uses for each part
ol the parcel. First the total acreage was analyzed
in terms of road access from existing and planned
highways in that part of Connecticut. Then the par-
cel was separated into six potential building sites
and a detailed study was done of each, based on
landscape forms, vegetation, slopes, soil borings,
utility easements. climatic variations within the



micro-climate, and not least. the possibilities for
long views across the landscape. With all the facts
and figures in, the best site both esthetically and
economically became obvious: on high land over-
looking the countryside, with ample flat areas
nearby for parking, away from drainage problems,
in a location allowing development of the rest of the
site into a rural park.

To give them further latitude to seek out their
own clients. both the planners and the interiors di-
vision at HOK were established as independent
subsidiaries in 1972. Three years later, however,
they were reorganized back into the corporate fold.
“The separate companies never quite found their
own destiny.”” Porterfield puts it. Besides. he pre-
fers being part of the corporation because then he
sits on the central management committee. where
he can function as an ecological conscience of sorts
tor the entire HOK product.

Another HOK design specialty cuts across the
grain of the whole organization and characterizes it
in important ways, not only to the clients but to the
staff itself. This is graphics, a department headed in
the St. Louis office by Chip Reay. One day last July
Reay's staff of twenty was working on a typically
mixed bag of assignments: designing signage for the
Sohio Building in Cleveland, programming a histor-
ical exhibition for Washington University Medical
Center in St. Louis, turning out a poster for a local
Japanese Kite festival. and picking colors for HOK's
renovation of the old St. Louis Union Station.
which the firm is transforming into a shopping-
hotel-office complex. Last year it was Reay’s team
that selected and assembled photographs for an ex-
hibit of HOK works that the firm was invited to
hang in the Royal Institute of British Architects gal-
lery in London. The first such invited display of an
American architect’'s work at RIBA. it afterward
traveled on to Rome. Graphics is not a playpen of
design but a necessary adjunct for a large architec-
tural organization, in effect the firm’s signature.

Two newer architectural specialties were devel-
oped at HOK in the decade past. both of them pro-
viding services to U.S. corporations. One has since
folded, at least temporarily: the other is flourishing
as an HOK subsidiary.

The first, called Corporate and Industrial Ser-
vices, set itself the task of helping an industrial com-
pany to upgrade its image and reputation in the
community. It sprang out of an HOK planning proj-
ect ten years ago. when the tide of environmental
concern was running high throughout the land. The
Dow Chemical Company of Midland, Michigan
asked HOK's planners. for a fee. to take a searching
look at its tactories and other facilities in Midland
and suggest ways of improving its industrial appear-
ance both to its workers and to the rest of the city.

The assignment went to an HOK architect-plan-
ner named Jamie Cannon. who travelled to Mid-
land. found the usual set of factories that had grown
like grim Topsies to meet market demand. and
brought some organization after the fact to them.
He recommended that some unsightly functions
simply be disguised by various devices, starting
with landscaping. Berms of earth were built up to
hide incurably messy operations. and certain pas-
sageways were rerouted to remove them from pub-
lic view. Cannon also redesigned signs and fencing,
and he cleaned up the existing architecture to a de-
gree, 100.

It was no small job, and before it was finished a
dozen HOK people were working in Cannon’s of-
fice in Midland. More commissions began coming in
from other corporations who had heard about the
program, and from several public agencies in Mid-
land. At last in 1977 Cannon and his crew were
called back to St. Louis and HOK began offering
their expertise to all comers.

Cannon is now a senior vice president and mem-
ber of the HOK management board. but he has
moved to the Denver office. and the Corporate Ser-
vices group has disbanded. a casualty of corporate
budget-cutting of the 1980s. When prosperous times



return, however, it is expected that Corporate Ser-
vices will be reborn, and may ultimately offer HOK
a major new growth opportunity, the chance to
enter the lucrative business of factory building. The
group had already undertaken projects for 28 of the
Fortune 500 largest industrial companies in this
country, including the design of service buildings—
distribution centers, gate houses, fire stations, and
the like—before the economy waned.

Program Management, HOK's latest new special
service for corporations, grew out of one of those
frustrating client episodes that sooner or later hap-
pen to all architects.

Several years ago a Midwestern food products
company in Minneapolis wanted to expand its re-
search operation, and hired a scientist-administra-
tor to look into the matter. He and his engineering
services department decided to build a new labora-
tory and decided also that HOK should design it.
Jerry Sincoff became HOK’s project manager, and
everything moved along efficiently for several
months. Working with the research vice president,
Sincoff and the HOK team helped select a site,
which was then optioned by the manutacturer’s
lawyers, and worked up schematic designs: finally
they were invited to make what they anticipated
would be a pro forma presentation to the chief ex-
ecutive of the corporation, who they assumed had
been kept in touch with what was going on.

But he had not been kept in touch. At the end of
the presentation this man, famous in the business
world for his bluntness. turned to his research vice
president and abruptly asked him if he had thor-
oughly investigated the possibility of expanding the
company’s existing research center downtown. Just
as abruptly he called the presentation to a close,
then hired a management consultant to make a
study, the usual corporate band-aid procedure when
blood has been splashed on the boardroom table.
The V.P. soon afterward left the company.

“*We didn’t take it personally,’” the surprised Sin-
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coff said afterwards, “‘although we were embar-
rassed for the V.P. But it was discouraging. We had
used our energy, and theirs, and their money, and
we were nowhere.”” He knocked the episode around
in his head for several months, he says, and one day
told himself, “*We know about buildings. we ought
to be able to help companies to avoid situations like
this."

The result of these thoughts has been the devel-
opment of a specialized advisory service called Pro-
gram Management. now offered by HOK with great
success to a few corporate clients.

Most large companies, thinking ahead into the
future. make five or ten year contingency plans;
these plans take into account changes that the cor-
poration’s top executives feel are headed their way
—market opportunities to rise to. challenges to de-
fend against. Sometimes the executives foresee that
their product lines will be shifting. Or they may feel
the need to further centralize their administration—
or in some cases to decentralize it.

Most of these decisions are made on the basis of
manufacturing. sales, distribution, or finance, and
corporate managers today are, or should be, experts
in all four of these areas. Few, however, know
much about building. Moreover their building and
real estate departments are usually quite far down
the line in the corporate structure. and thus exert
little influence.

HOK, through its Program Management section,
charts the financial-architectural implications of the
various choices faced by its corporate clients: if you
make decision X, what kind of buildings will you
need, and when? Most of HOK's program managers
have degrees in business administration as well as
in architecture., enabling them to relate more easily
to executives from such companies as Motorola and
Exxon.

Program management is a far cry from designing
buildings, of course: were it to become simply a
sales blitz for architectural services, it would lose
its usefulness, and the client would be promptly put



on his guard. Instead it might be called an exercise
in architectural logistics, with the focus on very
long term possibilities. Ten years hence the client
may or may not be building new facilities, and may
or may not want HOK as its architect.

A real estate inventory of the client’s existing
buildings and facilities—owned, leased. sometimes
shared—is usually the first step. After that the game
becomes more intricate, taking into account depre-
ciation, federal tax policies, zoning, travel time be-
tween branch factories, the possibility of local real
estate tax abatements, and the relative economy of
revamping versus demolition and rebuilding. as well
as many other considerations that ordinary archi-
tects rarely get involved in. The question. for ex-
ample, of whether leased space is more economical
than owned space certainly will depend more on
interest rates for corporate loans than on any es-
thetic judgment. For that matter, the client in some
cases may be best off vacating its leased space and
subletting it, at a tidy profit, to another organiza-
tion. HOK's program managers help corporations
to make their minds up on many such business
questions. An effective program manager proposes
alternatives rather than unequivocal answers.

The firm’s first client in the new specialty was the
Ashland Oil Company. Scattered over various
owned and leased quarters in and around Ashland,
Kentucky. and getting cramped for space as it ex-
panded into the coal business, the company en-
gaged HOK to design it a new building, and Sincoff
took the opportunity, with permission from the
other HOK senior partners, to offer the new ser-
vice, while also seeing to it that the commissioned
building was delivered on schedule. He was ac-
cepted, and went to work on a major analytical re-
port covering all Ashland’s building options, as
affected by both financial and operational consider-
ations. Six months later he and his staff came up
with six alternative scenarios for Ashland's physical
consolidation, to take place not at once but in or-
derly fashion over a period of years. These were

pondered by the Ashland executives and their
board, who then inquired about two other possible
schemes: these too were programmed and run
through the HOK computer.

Program management does not produce fast ac-
tion, nor is it expected to. because of its long range
anticipatory nature: it was a year and a half later
when Sincoff’s telephone rang in St. Louis with an
Ashland executive on the line. “*All right,"” he said.
“we're ready to implement. We're moving out of
downtown Ashland. We want your firm to help us
decide on a site, remote but not too remote, where
we can start assembling a new headquarters.™

The site selected was in Lexington, Kentucky.
HOK's planners analyzed it and developed a master
plan, and so far HOK's designers and production
people have completed the first two buildings. Al-
ready. says Sincoff. the client has moved out of
almost all its leased buildings in downtown Ash-
land, subleasing the long term space on good terms.
No time. money or effort has been wasted, he says:
it has all been very orderly.

Program management. HOK is finding, can di-
verge still further from basic building. particularly
when clients decide that HOK's staff is competent
in a business way. One corporation, for example.
wanted a new building to house its computers and
wanted HOK to design it, but at the same time it
asked the firm’s program managers to help investi-
gate the economic merits of purchasing computers,
as compared with leasing them, as the company had
always done in the past. Sincoff was soon at work
in collaboration with the client’s own computer de-
partment, which helped him devise a plan for pur-
chasing add-on computers: instead of becoming
obsolete after a few years. these can be kept up to
date. The decision did not affect the design of the
computer center architecturally. but it did consti-
tute a major operational and financial shift for the
client, which is really what program management is
about.

In 1983 HOK decided to spin off the program

41



management department into a separate company.
Corporate Facilities Planning. in order to demon-
strate its detachment and place it on a par with other
management consultants: the parent firm, however,
retains ownership.

Most American architects today are giving a lot
of thought to expanding their line of services. This
is a subject much discussed in publications of the
AlIA. and HOK is currently mulling over several
new possibilities.

An obvious one is the marketing of its copy-
righted computer services HOK DRAW and HOK
SPACE. a move that will probably be carried out
by going into partnership with a computer software
company that already has a staff of salesmen in the
field. The customers would be smaller architectural
and engineering firms that lack the capital to set up
their own computer operations, but will probably
soon need computerization of some sort to survive:
there are so many of these firms that the program
could be very remunerative.

Another interesting prospect at HOK is the pos-
sibility of putting together design-construction-fi-
nance teams to provide buildings—particularly
hospitals and correctional facilities, in whose design
HOK is expert—for municipalities whose tax reve-
nues for capital expenditures are squeezed. ““We
could associate.” says King Graf “*with an invest-
ment banking company. and with a builder we know
well; together we could finance the hospital or jail,
design it. build it, and rent it to the municipality or
state long term. The same process could work in the
financing of corporate headquarters and research fa-
cilities for companies that don’t want the buildings
on their balance sheets.””

Graf has also been pondering the architectural
potentialities of the electronic manufacturing busi-
ness. With all HOK's highly technical experience in
building medical facilities and research and devel-
opment buildings. he believes the firm can do well
with the exotic and expensive structures necessary

to semi-conductor manufacturing and the like.

Other paths taken by architects today arouse lit-
tle interest at HOK. however. One is the possibility
that the firm go public, selling stock in the financial
markets. No one at HOK thinks this is going to
happen. Obata, Sincoff and Graf all feel strongly
that an architectural firm has to be owned by people
who are architects first and managers second.

Another considerable lure is construction man-
agement. This is a post-World War Il specialty that
has sprung up to fill some of the gaps opening in the
old client-architect-contractor relationship. Con-
struction managers are expeditors and efficiency ex-
perts: they take charge of a job for the client and
act as chief of staff by coordinating the diverse ef-
forts of contractors. suppliers. architects, engi-
neers. etc. Frequently CM companies are engaged
even before architects are. which is one reason a
good many architects are moving over to get into
the business.

HOK'’s present instinct is to stay out of this spe-
cialty of managing other architects. The head of one
of the regional offices offers a practical reason: **An
architectural firm usually expands into this area at
the peril of blurring what it really should be about.
My feeling 1s that if you really have a good track
record with some of the best CMs in the business,
like we have had with Gilbane on the Air and Space
Museum and the Lake Placid Olympic Center, why
suddenly go into competition with them? Let’s do
our thing and let them do theirs. and have them look
on us as a friend, and help us get design jobs when
they are the CMs.™



CHAPTER EIGHT

The New Marketing

It was Gyo Obata who steered King Graf into
marketing. One day in 1959, when George Hellmuth
by mistake had accepted two invitations to appear
before building committees on the same night,
Obata suggested Graf for the second appointment,
took him away from his drafting table. packed him
into a car with some sample drawings and photo-
graphs and sent him off to Paducah. Kentucky. Graf
did not get that first job, but soon became Hell-
muth’s right hand. Today Grat leads HOK's highly
organized marketing effort.

Sometimes he looks back to the 1950s and 60s,
when successive building booms were reverberating
through the national economy. and shakes his head
reflectively at the ease with which Hellmuth. and he
himself, used to go out and lasso commuissions. In
particular, he remembers the two of them in 1961
going up before a committee of business leaders in
Winston-Salem. N.C.. in the burnished board room
of a bank—rich, clean, serious men attired in dark
suits, white shirts, and somber ties, who had been
charged to pick the architect for a new municipal
convention center. Graf was also conservatively
dressed, but Hellmuth had chosen to wear to the
appointment what Graf recalls as “‘one of those
God-awful neckties’ framed by a bright red sports
blazer, which had become rather rumpled during
the plane trip from St. Louis. In the board room
Hellmuth unbuttoned the jacket. leaned forward in
his chair, and was soon making his pitch. He never
has much liked showing slides. He thinks they are
soporific. He prefers to sell by using magazine tear-
sheets of published jobs. which he spreads out on
the table top. and lots of eye contact. He was fifteen

minutes into his sales pitch when the chairman in-
terrupted with a question.

“*Hellmuth,™ he said. "*where the hell did you get
that red jacket?"” Hellmuth murmured that his wife
had given it to him.

“Well. I've got one just like it in my closet at
home.”" said the chairman. ““And tell you what:
Now I'm going to wearit.”” A week later. HOK got
the job.

Architectural marketing was simpler then. Today
Graf heads a department that includes 17 represen-
tatives who spend the majority of their time in mar-
keting and/or managing. though all are qualified
architects or planners. Seven of the 17 work out of
St. Louis (including four whose territories are na-
tionwide), two work out of Washington, one out of
Denver, three out of New York. two out of San
Francisco. and two out of Dallas. The latter two are
in addition to Graf himself, although he regularly
ranges the world from Beirut to Hong Kong.

Graf says that today’s clients, when shopping for
an architect. are no longer satisfied to deal with just
salesmen. they want to talk with the designers and
the project managers as well, the people who will
actually have their hands on the building. This
means that Gyo Obata in recent years has become
perhaps the single most important person in HOK"s
marketing efforts—paradoxically, for he is proba-
bly the least salesmanlike member of the firm.
Obata’s manner—quiet and unpretentious, light-
hearted yet reserved—is not the stuff that makes
for major architectural deals, at least not in the
usual setting: a boardroom meeting held by the full
executive committee of a large corporation. In the



words of Gerson Bakar, the entrepreneur of the new
HOK-designed Levi Strauss headquarters building
in San Francisco, **He puts on the dark suit and the
white shirt and stands up there with his slides, sure,
but I would never pick Gyo to be my salesman in
such a situation. However."" Bakar adds, “*get Gyo
with the chief executive of that company. one on
one, with a pencil in his hand, and it’s a different
story altogether.™

Under the latter conditions “*he’s fabulous,™ says
another San Francisco client, the city’s chief admin-
istrative officer. Roger Boas. who picked Obata to
design the huge municipal convention center. *‘t've
watched him here in San Francisco, dealing with
those who were opposing us on the convention cen-
ter. He makes it appear effortless. He comes across
as a fellow who doesn’t have much responsibility,
is a kind of simple, easy-going type, with little po-
sition in the world, a sort of fellow who's just shoot-
ing off the cuff on what he feels deeply about. Yet
all the time he’s got his facts so well organized that
he's thinking many steps ahead of the client. His
mind moves like mercury. and it’s always exactly
on the problem.™

By far the most potent weapon in any architec-
tural marketing effort, with or without skillful sales-
men, is an endorsement by a former client, or by an
independent specialist in building or in the real es-
tate management business. One example of how the
mere mention of a name can count is the way in
which HOK was assigned the commission to design
the Dallas/Fort Worth Airport complex in 1968.

This job had been virtually promised to a well
known architect-engineer who already had the ter-
minal pretty well designed® when the airport’s
sponsors decided to hire a new director: an asser-
tive executive named Thomas M. Sullivan, who had
participated in the building of JFK airport in New
York, and who now insisted, as a condition for tak-

“and was later 1o be engaged to build it, or a near facsimile, in Teh-
eran, a project that was aborted when the late Shah departed.
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ing the Dallas job, that he be allowed to nominate
the architect. Accordingly he asked his old friend,
the late Wallace K. Harrison, who had master-
planned JFK, what architect would be best quali-
fied. Harrison answered Kenzo Tange, the Japanese
master, then added the name of Gyo Obata. Decid-
ing that a St. Louis-based architect would be pref-:
erable to one working out of Tokyo, Sullivan called
Obata, who flew down to Dallas. absorbed Sulli-
van's ideas intently, and impressed him.

Still, Sullivan had to convince his board of direc-
tors. He asked HOK for samples of its work, and
Gerry Gilmore. the firm’s senior vice president for
marketing in St. Louis, flew down with an assorted
parcel, arriving at Sullivan’s office late on the eve-
ning before the board was to meet. When Sullivan
unwrapped the material he was not satisfied with it.
So at one a.m. Gilmore telephoned Graf in St.
Louis, rousing him from bed:; Graf put on his
clothes. drove downtown to the office, assembled
more material, and arranged for a chartered plane
to deliver it to the waiting Gilmore. Gilmore re-
called: ““Just before seven a.m. I got it all over to
the Republic National Bank Building in Dallas.
where the board meeting was to be held. Sullivan
was waiting for it. Then he went into the meeting.

“That was the longest 45 minutes [ ever spent.
Sullivan finally came out, looking very grim. and
drove me back to his office, and told his secretary
to get Obata on the phone.

“*“When he got him he said, ‘Gyo, 1 just finished
the presentation to the airport board. I'm sitting
here with your guy Gilmore. and 1'm afraid 1've got
some bad news for you.™ A big grin spread over his
face. "The bad news is that I sold you to the board
this morning, and now you're going to have to de-
sign this damned thing.” ™

Satisfying a client does not always end with the
construction of the building. It can go on, some-
times for months or even years after the dedication
ceremony. Nine years ago HOK brought in an ex-



perienced construction administrator. Lawrence G.
Hultengren. who had spent his previous career with
the Army Corps of Engineers and the St. Louis
County Department of Public Works. Hultengren
spends most of his time roaming the HOK jobs
under construction, but on days when there is a lull
he goes out calling. He has a list of previous HOK
clients, and he wants to learn from them how their
buildings are working out. Just as contractors some-
times maim buildings in the act of putting them up.
architects make mistakes too. and some are not ap-
parent until the building has been in use a year or
two. When this happens in an HOK building, Hul-
tengren finds out about it on his tours, and if neces-
sary will call back the contractor. as well as the
HOK staff, to get the building fixed.

The firm is also very careful to rectify problems
that crop up during the design or construction stage
of a building, even if this means foregoing expected
profits. “'If you've committed a mistake. or if the
design isnt satisfactory. you just have to be willing
to lose money once in a while,”” Graf says. “"We've
had jobs where we've told our project manager out-
right, ‘LLook, were going to do what we have to to
produce the right results. and we won't hold you.
Mr. Project Manager. responsible. It's not going to
hurt your income, or your yearly bonus. This is a
corporate decision. so let’s get on with it.” ™

These policies have cost the firm a few hundred
thousand dollars over the years, but have resulted
in an invaluable set of references to pass on to other
clients.

A substantial portion of HOK’s total architec-
tural work load comes from three specialties: health
care, mainly hospitals and medical schools: correc-
tions, including very large prisons and other penal
institutions: and transportation, which currently is
a growing source of commissions—airports. sub-
way stations, efc.

All the widespread HOK marketing people keep
their ears open for leads in these building types. but

in the home office in St. Louis are three men. ad-
ministrators but heavyweight marketing people as
well. each with a single tull-time specialty.

In charge of health care is Jody L. Taylor, a
trained architect who has been with the firm only
since 1979, but who has nearly 20 years of previous
experience with health facilities all over the coun-
try. Taylor explains some of the strategies involved
in selling all three architectural specialties.

First. he says, hospitals and prisons and trans-
portation centers—airports particularly—arouse a
lot of civic passion from the moment they are an-
nounced: ““You have to demonstrate to the client
that you possess the political smarts necessary
when dealing with communities, and also with ad-
ministrative hierarchies.™

Then, says Taylor, in order to seed referrals for
other jobs in the future. the architect must Keep in
contact, and provide help if it is needed after the
building is up. particularly if it is a health care cen-
ter: ““You don't abandon a hospital client.™

In recent years HOK has been doing about $200
million worth of health facilities annually, for such
clients as Duke University and the Veterans™ Ad-
ministration. About 70 percent of HOK hospital
work is done in association with small architects
who have the local connections that win them the
job, but lack the staff (including experienced hospi-
tal designers) to carry it out alone.

HOK s first corrections job came in 1958: a max-
imum security prison in Marion, Hlinois. which re-
placed Alcatraz. Since then the firm has designed
many other penal buildings and is presently turning
out about $150 million worth of corrections facilities
annually. under the direction of architect Robert F.
Messmer. who joined the firm four years ago after
serving as chief of the Federal Bureau of Prisons’
Office of Facilities Development.

Messmer holds that prisons and jails may com-
prise the most socially significant building type in
which the firm is expert. because, he says. “They
deal with failed people, and have to solve many.



many functional problems.”" This makes the build-
ing type one of the most expensive, often just as
costly per bed as are hospitals. Currently correc-
tional facilities. even tightly budgeted. as most of
them are, cost between $90 and $130 per square
foot, depending upon size. They have to be de-
signed meticulously not only for security but for
round-the-clock operation and that accounts par-
tially for their costliness. (Including the expense of
staffing, of course, prisons and jails are even more
expensive to the taxpayers.) ““They never close
down,”" says Messmer, ‘‘or have slow periods.™

There are persistent environmental difficulties in
their design, too. particularly the noisiness inherent
in such steely construction. The clanging of barred
doors to cells can sometimes be muted somewhat
by using very sturdy wooden doors. The walls—but
not the floors—of general rooms such as dining
halls are sometimes carpeted to diminish reverber-
ation.

Most of HOK's correctional work is done in as-
sociation with local architects, as in hospital work.
“It is a depression-proof industry.”” Messmer
points out.

The most recent of HOK's marketing specialists
is its head of transportation facilities, Alan M. Sha-
piro. Transportation buildings are nothing new to
the HOK repertoire, however. The firm has de-
signed and built several notable airports—St.
Louis’s Lambert Field with Yamasaki. then, follow-
ing that, the gigantic Dallas/Fort Worth facility, a
regional airport in Lubbock, Texas, and the Dulles
addition. The spectacular King Khaled Interna-
tional Airport in Saudi Arabia opened in the fall of
1983. They have also designed service buildings and
airline interiors. and have planned airports that still
await construction in Singapore and in Ecuador.
HOK has done subway stations and rail service
buildings on both coasts, too, and is remodeling St.
[.ouis’s old Union Station from a railroad facility
into a shopping and hotel center. It is its ability to
provide many different services, from regional plan-
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ning right down to replacement of ashtrays, that
makes HOK see for itself an important and contin-
uing involvement in this expensive, difficult, logis-
tical field.

Since the late 19th century in Chicago, sky-
scrapers have been regarded as America’s outstand-
ing contribution to architectural history, and
architects compete intensely with one another to
design them. These tall stacks of office space pro-
vide an architect everything he wants: challenge,
fame, profit, a chance to be judged against other
designers in the urban silhouette. even a kind of
immortality. Skyscrapers generally outlive their
creators; moreover, enormous numbers of people
see and notice them, from the street. from other
office buildings. even from airplanes.

Skyscrapers fall into two distinct classes. Most
common are those put up by real estate developers,
for whom profits generally come first and pride sec-
ond. The order is reversed, however, when spon-
sorship comes from a large corporation that plans
to establish its national headquarters in the building.
This is the kind of job architects vie for hardest of
all, as was recently illustrated by the dignified but
hard-driving scramble for a commission in the city
of Cleveland. Ohio.

The building in question was to contain 1% mil-
lion square feet of space. and would be the new
home office for Sohio. one of the nation’s largest oil
corporations. Sohio (formerly Standard Oil of Ohio)
1S a venturesome but very systematic company. lts
first step. once it decided to build. and even before
considering architects, was to seek counsel from a
number of real estate investment organizations.
One of these was the Urban Investment and Devel-
opment Company, Inc. Another was the Cushman
Management Corporation, which in due course was
asked to assemble a list of possibie architects to
design the building. After researching forty different
firms. Cushman proposed eighteen as best qualified.
all of whom were then sent a questionnaire.



HOK received its copy of the questionnaire on a
Wednesday, and Gerry Gilmore glanced through it.
Forty-six queries, covering everything from busi-
ness references to the proposed fee, from statistics
on employee turnover to esthetic issues such as
what percentage of which designers’ time would be
devoted to the building. Gilmore knew at once that
his department would be working through the week-
end. Even so, it wasn't until the following Tuesday
that he finally got the answers—150 typed pages of
them—back to the Cushman oftice.

The questionnaire was used to weed out twelve
of the architectural firms. Now just six remained for
further consideration: The Skidmore, Owings &
Merrill office in Chicago, Welton Becket in Los An-
geles, Vincent Kling tn Philadelphia, The Archi-
tects’ Collaborative in Cambridge. Massachusetts,
Cesar Pelli in New Haven, and HOK in St. Louis.

Sohio and Cushman’s next move was to send a
team out to visit the six firms in their home offices
—a common practice today among big clients, who
want to find out more about an architect than can
be learned in a conventional boardroom presenta-
tion. When Sohio’s team reached St. Louis they
seemed impressed by the calmly busy HOK office.
and they may have been additionally struck by the
views out the window: like Cleveland. St. Louis is
a waterfront city whose downtown, after suffering
serious reverses for many years. i1s now making a
strong comeback. In any case the visitors spent the
entire day with HOK. further discussing some
points on the questionnaire and getting to know
Obata and Jerry Sincoff. who had been chosen as
the managing principal it HOK were to win.

Not long afterwards Sohio announced it had nar-
rowed its list of architects down to three—SOM
Chicago, Welton Becket of Los Angeles. and HOK.
Final selection would take place in Cleveland two
weeks later, and each firm was to send no more than
three representatives to meet the top Sohio execu-
tives. "It was made clear that this was entirely a
chemistry session: we don’t want your dog and

pony show again.”” recalls Gilmore. Jerry Sincoff
adds, “"They knew we were all qualified. Now the
top Sohio people wanted to see us and touch us. to
find out which firm they could work best with over
the three years that it takes to design and build.™"

All the meetings were scheduled for a single
morning. The competing architects had encoun-
tered one another in outer offices in cordial rivalry
on many other occasions. On hand were SOM Chi-
cago’s manager, William Hartmann and its ranking
designer, Bruce Graham: MacDonald Becket.
C.E.O. of Welton Becket. a persuader famous
within his profession. accompanied by a pair of as-
sistants; and for HOK., Obata, Sincoff and Gilmore.
There had been a hint during the HOK office visit
that Sohio was interested in combining store space
with its office high-rise. so Obata brought along
slides of the Gallena he designed for Gerald Hines
in Houston.

Inside, waiting to meet the architects. were Alton
Whitehouse, the chairman of Sohio, John Miller,
the president, and vice president Webb Alspaugh:
also Stephen Rigo. the Sohio executive chosen to
ride herd on the project day by day, plus two exec-
utives from Urban Investment and Development
and a man from Cushman Management.

Don Becket was first into the den.

Next came HOK’s turn, and the interview began
auspiciously. The exact site of the prospective
building had not been revealed, but Obata, Sincott
and Gilmore had arrived in Cleveland the afternoon
before. a chilly one, to walk around and absorb the
flavor of the center city. Sincoff mentioned this,
was asked what he and his companions had thought,
and expressed the three’s admiration for the old Ar-
cade Building. The Sohio site. it turned out, was
immediately adjacent.

Obata was asked if he thought a sixty story build-
ing would fit the site comfortably: he answered per-
haps. but that HOK would want to consider
alternative heights as well.

Slides were then shown of previous HOK work,
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and the architects spoke of similarities between
Cleveland and St. Louis, both of them old industrial
cities with problems. They pointed out that Sohio’s
new building provided an opportunity to give a real
lift to Cleveland, particularly if it was designed to
weave its way into the city’s street pattern and sil-
houette. not stand arrogantly aloof.

Throughout the meeting Obata did a lot of intent
listening. as he always does. to the client’s precise
physical and budgetary requirements. Before it
ended, however, he made a point of stressing that
while HOK was eager to work on the building, it
was important for Sohio to recognize that picking
an architect was only the beginning: the corpora-
tion’s own people would have to work hard too, if
the project was to come out well.

Two weeks later Sohio asked to see slides of
more work by HOK, which Gilmore hand-delivered
to Cleveland. Then two days after that came the
phone call: HOK had won.

There was one hitch, however: would Obata and
Sincoff fly to Chicago to confer with Urban Invest-
ment and Development? It turned out that the firm’s
fee had been the highest proposed. so it was now
shaded slightly to make it competitive. This is a
fairly common procedure today: fees on major jobs
are not taken as final until, as Sincoft puts it, “*you
get right down to the edge. Then they say. *We want
you, now let’s discuss your fee.” ™

The next time Obata went to Cleveland, it was to
walk the site with Sohio’s Chairman Whitehouse,
and shortly afterwards HOK's planners and traffic
consultants went to work on several siting alterna-
tives. Their final proposal, accepted with enthusi-
asm less than a month later by the officers of Sohio,
will not be 60 stories high but 44, deliberately leav-
ing the old Terminal Tower dominant over Cleve-
land. The new building will also line up with an
adjacent shopping street, and will step courteously
back from Public Square as it rises.

A large table in King Graf's Dallas office is cov-
ered. day in and day out, with 40 or 50 piles of
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neatly stacked papers, each pile representing a pro-
spective design commission. Usually about three
out of four of the commissions are for buildings,
perhaps one out of six involves interiors work, and
one out of twenty has to do with planning. Many
are the result of inquiries that come in to HOK un-
solicited. The rest are split between new clients
turned up by the marketing staff, and previous
clients who are satisfied with HOK's past work and
have come back for more. With over 25 years of
momentum behind the firm—what Graf calls a track
record—it doesn’t get harder, says Graf, in some
ways it gets easier. “"But you can never relax.’” he
says, "‘you have to keep going out there. The time
to make friends is before you need them.™



CHAPTER NINE

Architects and Money

“To an architect’s clients, promises mean noth-
ing.”” George Kassabaum once said. “*To convince
these men and women of action, architects have to
conduct their own operation in a way that demands
respect. justifies confidence. and maybe even
rouses admiration. If you are running your office
like a neighborhood shoe store, why should busi-
ness leaders turn to you when huge sums of money
are involved?”” The HOK partners do not consider
profit their first objective—almost no architect does
—but they know they must operate an efficient and
successful business enterprise. One reason is to re-
assure clients: another is to build up financial re-
serves and a good credit rating so the firm can keep
going when times are bad.

Some kinds of architectural work pay better than
others. Traditionally, the most profitable of all is a
high-rise office building or a hotel: once the lobby
and other public spaces have been taken care of, all
that remains to be designed is a single story, which
can then be stacked in layers to the sky. with only
slight variations in the detailing. Office building
clients are aware of this. however, and have re-
cently begun narrowing the architect’s profit on
such projects. By contrast, a hospital, even a mul-
tistory one. is more complicated because it must
house mechanical services that vary from one sec-
tion to another. Hospitals require more technical
study and more drawings than office buildings. thus
earn a larger percentage fee—but not enough larger
to make up the total difference in design time.

The only building type on which HOK has diffi-
culty in making a profit is shopping centers. ~"We
are sometimes approached by someone who has

made a lot of money building strip shopping and
now he wants to improve his image, to become a
Jim Rouse.”” Graf puts it. “But when the time
comes to set up a budget he frequently wants to cut
corners to meet the competition. If he can save a
nickel a square foot by putting in an ugly ceiling.
well, who the hell looks at a ceiling? You're sup-
posed to look at the merchandise! At HOK we're
not very well attuned to this approach.™

The Kkind of shopping center favored by the firm
is the large complex that includes hotels and office
buildings along with the stores. on the model of the
Gallena in Houston. designed by HOK in 1965 for
the Gerald Hines Interests. Says Obata, *““If all de-
velopers were like Gerry Hines, we'd have better
cities. He works with the architect: he wants to do
quality buildings, and he’ll pay a good fee for them.
He is also a shrewd buyer. When he goes out to
order a window wall, the supplier knows he’s going
to be buying five other major window walls in the
coming year, and gives him a good price. Gerry
saves money by exerting this kind of purchasing
power, not by squeezing every penny out of a proj-
ect. or screwing the architect into the ground.™
HOK designed Hines an even grander Galleria in
Dallas, which opened in 1982.

By tradition. fee arrangements at an architectural
firm are much the same as at an advertising agency:
each of these organizations expends the client's
money to produce something—a building or an ad-
vertising campaign. as the case may be—and each
is paid a commission in the form of a percentage of
the client’s expenditure. An ad agency's fee is tra-
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ditionally 15%. while an architect’s is perhaps half
that, depending on how big and expensive the build-
ing is. A house might earn a 20% commission, an
office building 6% or less. The percentage tradition
is fading in both advertising agencies and architec-
tural offices. however. The ad men prefer to charge
for services rendered, and so do the architects. This
involves, usually, billing a multiple of payroll cost.
or billing lump sum fees. A not uncommon way for
an architect to present his fee to a'prospective client
today is by design cost per square foot of a building.

Overall. HOK aspires to a 15 percent before-tax
profit on its net fees, but only rarely achieves quite
that, and most years is quite content with 12 per-
cent. When an architect’s total office gross is $57.5
million yearly, as HOK’s has been, a 12 percent
before-tax profit is not small.

Big architects do make big grosses. When the
magazine Progressive Architecture ran a feature on
Skidmore., Owings & Merrill titled **SOM at Mid-
life.”" it cited estimates that the company had billed
between $35 and $50 million in fees during the pre-
vious year. SOM does not divulge financial details.
but in the same article Gordon Wildermuth., man-
aging partner of the SOM New York office, ac-
knowledged that estimate as “‘a little low.™

More likely it was quite low. A large architectural
office should be able to count on about $50,000 per
employee in billings, and SOM then had a staft of
more than 2,000 people. including 34 partners, 93
associate partners. and 212 associates. Its gross for
the year in question, in other words, was probably
closer to $100 million.

When architects get into financial trouble, it is
usually because of the way payments are timed
rather than the overall size of the fee. Under the
standard contract, a firm receives its first 15% on
completion of the sketch plan, 20% more following
finalization of the design, 40% when the drawings,
specifications, and other contract documents have
been completed, and 5% after consultation during
the bidding process. The remaining 20% doesn’t
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come until the building is finished, a process that
can take several years.

The biggest part of the architect’s profit, when
there is one, comes with the 40% payment for
contract documents: the financial trap is the final
20% for construction services. "*Anything can hap-
pen during construction,”” says Sincoff, *‘bad
weather, strikes, delays in delivery of essential ma-
terials, a collapsing contractor, you name it. But no
matter what, the architect still has to pay his people,
even though no further money will be coming in
until construction is complete.’” He says that HOK
is regularly approached by other architectural firms
wanting to merge: “"Usually they have several proj-
ects still under construction. with a lot of fee yet to
be earned. and they aren’t making their payroll.
Things can get pretty grim.”’

Sometimes unexpected disasters raise the cost of
the building itself. leading to argument and recrimi-
nation between client and architect. This is why in
taking a job HOK is careful not to make too many
promises. King Graf says. “"We tell a potential
client that we can minimize the financial risks inher-
ent in producing a building, but we can’t eliminate
them altogether: the only thing we guarantee is a
high quality building.™

For architects themselves. the most feared disas-
ter, short of a major malpractice suit, is a serious
slowdown in the economy: among all the profes-
sions, they are the first to feel the pain.

Timothy Rickard started as an office boy at HOK
in 1961. then went into accounting, becoming the
company’s first employee to take advantage of its
education benefits program; eventually he rose to
the position of director of finance. Rickard recalls
that the first quarter of 1982 looked strong in predic-
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