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“... poetic and incisive... Many readers will see aspects of their own family histories in this powerful saga of trauma and healing. An alternately wistful and searing exploration of a troubled legacy.”


—Kirkus Reviews  starred review


“In Implosion, Elizabeth Garber has voyaged far into the complexities of memory, navigating the treacherous currents of shame and confusion, and returned, rowing stroke by stroke, sentence by sentence, with a beautiful, clear, heartbreaking tale. Courageous, horrible, terrible, and wonderful, this is a dark and tragic beauty of a memoir that could only be written by someone determined to be fiercely honest in her remembering and her art.”


—Richard Hoffman, author of Half the House and Love & Fury


“Implosion is a remarkable feat. Garber allows us to revile her brilliant and destructive architect father as fully as she did when she was coming of age in the 1960s. She also allows us to forgive him as she ultimately does in this wise, searching book. Her story is an echo of the tumultuous cultural revolutions that define her generation. As an architect does, Garber constructs her story room by room, filling the space with both shadow and light. This is a beautiful book written by a new and exciting writer.”


—Meredith Hall, author of Without a Map


𕢜Elizabeth Garber’s elegant and limpid prose resembles the transparency of her father’s stunningly beautiful house, where moments of tyranny and abuse creep upon us with a shock.”


—Patrick Snadon, Architecture Professor Emeritus, University of Cincinnati


“Elizabeth Garber writes with searing clarity about the years she spent living under the oppressive reign of her father. But this isn’t just a book about a deeply troubled father-daughter relationship. Rather, it’s a story about a family, an art form (architecture), a generation, and a decade in American history that we’re still trying to understand. By reading Implosion, one not only gains access to the intimate, tragic details of Garber’s broken youth but also to the public world outside her father’s realm: one of parallel turmoil, complexity, and yes: implosion. A finely wrought narrative by a brave, unflinching writer.”


—Jaed Coffin, author of A Chant to Soothe Wild Elephants: A Memoir


“Elizabeth Garber’s memoir drives as well as her dad’s fine sports car. Sleek, modernist sentences, high-power clarity of perception, bold telling it like it was. Garber never loses touch with the forms of pain caused by her dad’s illness. She honors the vulnerability of the whole family, including him, while they are in its grips. In the end, at the heart of the matter is compassion and the kindness of unconditional love, in spite of it all, and the simple beauty of gathering stones found on a clean, sandy beach.”


—Alexandra Merrill, international women’s leadership consultant


“... the story of [Garber’s] escape, her fight to regain control of her life and to become a loving mother. It is a beautifully written but heartbreaking tale.”


—Pur Sang magazine
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Revisiting modernism today is like visiting a foreign culture—... the past’s vision of a Utopian world can hardly be grasped or understood. For many, modernism was something visited upon them, unasked, unloved, and unmourned when its demise was prematurely announced in the 1970s.
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PROLOGUE


The Architect’s Daughter 1959


Space and light and order. Those are the things that men need just as much as they need bread or a place to sleep.


—LE CORBUSIER


ON A VAST SMOOTH BEACH ON NANTUCKET IN 1959, my father slipped a grey stone into my hand, saying, “Close your eyes. Feel the stone.” The stone was cool and silky like Grandmother’s kid gloves. He asked, “What color is it?”


Any child might say grey, or think this was a silly question and say, “Oh, Daddy, let’s run” and laugh as she left footprints in the sand. But I was not any child. I was Woodie Garber’s little girl, a modern architect’s daughter, and I knew he did not want a simple answer. At five years old, I had already found comfort in the private way we saw the world. I had to discover a magic answer that would please him.


I scrunched my eyes together. How could I feel a color? My fingers stroked the stone but all I could see was a flashing darkness behind my closed eyes. I searched for any color in this little rock the sea had pulled across the sandpaper beach day after day. Suddenly I saw in my mind the colors of the sunset I had drawn the night before with thick oily pastels on textured paper. Confused and amazed, I opened my eyes wide and gasped, “It’s bright red with orange streaks!” Behind his black-framed glasses, his eyes beamed approval into mine.


Breathless from this discovery, I ran into the wind, my hair whipping across my face. I scanned the beach until I found my own sea-smoothed stone. Running back, I took his hand and placed the stone into his palm. “Close your eyes,” I said, my voice urgent and serious. “Tell me the color you feel.” I watched his wide thumb moving in a small circle over the stone. I stood beside him, my tall father in white shorts and a Mexican woven shirt with carved bone buttons. I wanted to see what he saw.


The others were far ahead, my mother with her short wavy hair holding the hand of my three-year-old brother, little Wood. Our friend Ruth carried Hubbard, our healthy new baby. Two months before, Ruth had called my mother. “You are worn out. Bring your family here for a rest. The ocean will do you all good.”


My mother had said, “I can’t leave our sick little girl at home.”


Ruth said, “Someone can take care of her. She’ll be fine. All of you need a break.”


At home in Ohio, we tossed on sweaty sheets, the summer heat keeping us awake. In a bassinet next to my bed lay my two-year-old sister, Bria, who never grew or moved. She was a limp bundle like a baby Jesus in the crèche scene at Christmas. Her grey-blue eyes fell into mine. I put my finger into the curled petal of her palm. Her tiny fingers flickered against mine.


“Hi, Bria.” I spoke softly. Her lips fluttered in what I knew was her smile.


I felt my mother’s presence behind me. “Saying goodnight?”


I nodded. “I wish she could talk to me.” Mommy had told me Bria had a hole in her heart and would never grow up.


My mother nodded wearily. “She’s our little angel.” My mother was so tired. All day long she steadied herself by talking out loud to me. “Where did I put my wallet? Hold onto your brother’s hand. Hand me the bottle for the baby. What would I do without you? You are so helpful.” She managed objects, children, and food. We were fed, warm, and clean. But I wasn’t interested in her ordinary world. I was smart, learning to read fast while she struggled to read and mispronounced words. I was filled with hubris, the pride of being my father’s favorite.


On Nantucket I woke to the breathing of the waves sliding across the sand, in a house where everything felt fresh and cool. In 1952, my father had designed for Ruth and Bob the first “upside-down” modern beach house on Nantucket. The living room was on the second floor, high above the dunes, while the bedrooms on the ground floor were quiet and shady, tucked in between the dunes and surrounded by windswept tall dry grasses. Under wooden ceilings, we leaned into a white couch while the sound of the waves smoothed us like the stone my father slipped in my palm.


Back home in Cincinnati, in our 1860s Victorian house, our life was confined by hallways, French doors, a formal dining room with a chandelier, a library with a medieval paneled ceiling, bookcases behind glass doors, a pantry, and back kitchen. There, my father’s voice boomed with excitement when he talked about Modern Architecture. As a child, I knew there was an exciting time coming, when no one would build cluttered, decorated buildings anymore. Everything would be designed with clean elegant lines. I listened closely to my father. Modern was Truth and Simplicity, and it followed Rules. When we stayed at the house on Nantucket, I knew we were living in the Modern, where the roof lifted up like a wing to glide over the long beach below.


One evening on Nantucket, when the others washed the dinner dishes and my mother put my little brothers to bed downstairs, my father and I lingered at the table as the room grew dark. Beyond the glass floor-to-ceiling windows, the sand beach and sky streaked blue-purple on a forever horizon. “This is what we want to create,” he said as he gazed out the window. “Spaces with no boundary between the inside and outside.” The wooden structure holding the windows in place became a grid of black lines framing blocks of color: the dark sea, foaming white surf, and indigo sky.


I suddenly remembered an artist who painted like this, black lines and squares of colors. My father brought home to us little booklets on Modern Art that he set on a stand at the kitchen table at home, so we could turn the page each day to a new painting and study modern art at meals. I could identify Miró’s happy floating shapes, Picasso’s sad blue faces, Modigliani’s lovely ladies, and Kandinsky’s jagged lines and bright colors. I turned to my father. “It looks like a big Mondrian painting.”


My father roared with laughter, patted my back. “That’s my girl!”


I lived for these rare moments when I basked in his attention, these moments he claimed me as his special child. From the way everyone else looked at my father when he spoke, I knew he was special. I once heard someone say he was brilliant. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I knew the room felt electric when he walked in and everyone turned to listen to him. I hungered for the moments when he shone his brilliance on me. I was my father’s daughter, a devotee, a serious girl studying what he loved: the radiant play of light and space in architecture and art, the thrill of riding in sports cars and appreciating tiny sips he gave me of fine wines.


When we stood on the beach that day, my father holding my stone, he knelt down so his head was even with mine, his knee touching the dry sand. He ran his fingertips over the surface, his eyes closed. I studied his big face, the mole on his cheek, his bald sunburned head. I waited for the color he saw in my stone.


He smiled, opened his eyes, looking into my face. “It’s turquoise, Navajo turquoise with a streak of silver in the groove.” I nodded, smiling into his beaming gray-blue eyes. Oh, my Daddy. I felt more alive with him than with anyone else.
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Garber family: Wood, Woodie, Hubbard, Elizabeth, Jo, 1961
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WE RETURNED HOME to the house where our family had lived since the 1870s, where, soon after my father was born in 1913, his mother went to bed in a darkened room for three years. Forty-five years later, at the end of her life, ghostly and addled, she had drifted from room to room, pulling down shades to hide from imaginary strangers, until my mother, home alone with four small children, couldn’t take it any longer. My grandmother was moved to a home for the elderly until she faded away.


In that house, in the room at the top of the stairs, I fell asleep, as I had for two years, to the faint rustle of my little sister’s breathing. Yet that winter Bria grew weaker until she could no longer take in formula. My mother decided not to have our baby kept in a hospital. Bria began to starve, etching the hallway with her tiny whimper, until she became too weak to make a sound.


One day the doctor came to our house. His shoes slowly brushed up the stairs. I watched as he held the silver stethoscope to my sister’s crumpled chest. He told my parents, “She is still a tiny bit alive. It will just be a matter of time.”


My tall bald father gazed out the window, his thin lips pressed. He glanced at his watch. There was important work to be done. He was designing the Modern world. His polished shoes rushed down the steps. Far below, I heard a zoom in the garage, before his red Alfa Romeo backed out and he drove away to his office in the city.


My mother and I stood together looking down into Bria’s translucent face in the bassinet. My mother held onto the wicker edge as if to hold herself up. Finally she turned, gathered up a pile of laundry and walked downstairs. The washing machine began to shake the old wooden floors of the house. I smelled coffee and knew she was sitting at the kitchen table with a cigarette.


I continued to stand in the pale grey light next to my sister in the bassinet. Outside the tall window, a light sprinkling of snow coated the ground in our village of old houses. I stared as a white horse crossed our backyard, coming to stand below the oak tree, before looking up at me inside the house. I gazed at the horse’s white mane, the long curving back, the hooves in the snow-flecked grass, while I listened for any trace of my sister’s breathing.


When I went downstairs, little Wood drove a truck on the rug, making vroom noises next to baby Hubbard, who gnawed the railing on the playpen. I continued down the dark basement steps to help my mother. When we climbed up the bulkhead steps to the backyard, carrying the basket heavy with steaming clothes, the horse and snow were gone. I pulled diapers out of the basket and handed them to her one at a time. Our hands grew red and stung with cold. She pushed down the wooden clothespins until we emptied the basket.
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IN THAT HOUSE of tall ceilings, I grew used to mysteries I didn’t understand. In that house with heavy curtains, my father sometimes went to bed and stayed there for weeks. Reading, sleeping, not talking, not going to work. Other times his heart pounded so hard and irregularly that the bed shook and he went to the hospital for days or weeks. My mother explained to me that the doctors were trying to get his heart to go the right way.


But one night, a year after my sister died, the doctor called to say they had tried everything, but our father had thrown a clot. I watched her talking on the phone. Her eyes grew wide and her face looked white. Each time he said something, she repeated it. She spoke slowly, like she couldn’t understand what the words meant, repeating what he said. “The clot can go to one of three places, the heart, the brain, or the lungs. If it goes to the first two places, he will die.”


I had learned the heart pumped blood, brains were inside our head and lungs were how we breathe. She said with a strange thin voice, “Call me when you know something.” She sat so quietly. I took her hand.


Then she said to herself, “Okay, now. I’ve just got to buck up.” She looked at me and smiled a thin smile. “Let’s give those little boys their bath.” I helped her get them undressed and filled the tub with warm water. They splashed, holding the red tugboat under water and then laughing when it splashed back to the surface. We thought about my father but we didn’t say a thing. I was a girl who had to help her mother.


When I went to bed, I watched the hall light, and prayed, “Please don’t let my Daddy die.” And he didn’t.


But after that, I felt responsible for keeping him alive. I was no longer a girl who simply adored her father; I was the girl who had to save her father. I would keep him alive and happy by talking about what he loved: art and architecture. I knotted myself into a strange bond of loyalty, binding myself to him, no matter what happened, for the rest of his life.


In the Victorian house, my father and I waited for the Modern. I believed him, that the Modern would release us from the smothering confines of the Victorian world, not knowing what legacy would follow us, even into a glass house.
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Garber house under construction, 1965
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THE GLASS HOUSE


1965


Every house... should be a fruit of our endeavor to build an earthly paradise for people.


—ALVAR AALTO


WE BROKE GROUND IN 1965 IN GLENDALE, OHIO, A village built in the 1850s for commuters to Cincinnati fifteen miles away. It had been the first planned suburban community in the U.S., with winding streets that followed the shape of the landscape instead of imposing a grid plan. Now protected as a National Historic Landmark, the center of the village is dotted with enormous houses on vast plots, built primarily in the late nineteenth century, with diverse architectural styles as if picked out of a catalogue, from Queen Anne to Gothic Victorian to southern Plantation-style colonnades. Needless to say, my father’s radically modern design, the first of its kind for miles around, shocked the neighbors, who called it “The Glass House.”


Set on three acres in a valley above a creek bed, the house is enclosed by a horseshoe of towering white-barked sycamores and a giant hornbeam tree, with long thorns which cast shadows across the flat gravel roof. The house floats like a gleaming rectangular volume of light set into the landscape. Vertical posts create a series of five framed squares the length of the house. Long porches on either side shadow the long, glass-walled Great Room from the sweltering summer sun. The flat roof appears to hover above the living room by a line of clerestory windows on each side, which allows diffused light and air to filter in from above.


For years, when drivers turned down the hill at the brick Italianate-towered fire station and saw our house, they inched by, staring. We called them “rubberneckers” and planted a screen of hemlocks that grew over the years to block the view.


In May 1966, we moved into a construction site. My father declared we would save a lot of money and have the “time of our lives” finishing the work ourselves. At this point, the house looked like a plywood packing box set down onto a muddy field, dwarfed by mountains of topsoil and yellow clay subsoil. Viewed from the hill above where the old mansions line Sharon Avenue, we were the sore thumb. The exterior walls were plywood. The windows and exterior walls of sliding glass doors were installed. The flat roof was tarred and sealed. Inside, the walls were insulated and plastered, and there was a plywood sub-floor. There were no cabinets, interior doors, trim, built-in desks, or closets. We had a stove, refrigerator, and a plywood surface to cook on.


Mom’s friends asked, “How will you manage?”


She laughed. “We have running water, electricity, and flush toilets. It’s no biggie, really. Lots of people get by with less.” She’d grown up summers on a farm; she was strong and resourceful, and tried to make the work fun.


When the phone company came to install the phone, they asked, “Where do we put it?”


She said, “Nail it to this two-by-four in the kitchen.”


Our three kids’ beds were placed in a row, with a sheet hanging to divide our space from our parents’ half of the bedroom. We each had a box for our favorite books or toys. Our clothes were hung from a rack or folded in boxes. Everything else we owned was stored in the basement. This arrangement was supposed to last a few months, but it would be nearly a year before we could move into our own rooms.
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Garber Family, 1966
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On Saturdays, the alarm blared. Our father’s voice boomed. “Six thirty. Rise and shine.” His voice barked commands. “The carpenter will be here any minute.” He wouldn’t stop until Sunday night. “We’ve got to be ready for him.” We were twelve, nine, and seven years old, pulling on stained work clothes, eating our bowls of cornflakes before our father called impatiently from the two bedrooms that had been made into a shop. The table saw whined as an older carpenter taught our father how to rip plywood sheets to size, to construct what would become structures for cabinets, closets, desks, drawer faces, and cabinet doors for our kitchen, bathrooms, and four bedrooms. The “shop” room was a maze of tools: sawhorses, jointer, router, sander, drill press, and stacks of piled plywood. My mother, brothers and I were told what to do. Stack scraps, vacuum sawdust, and sand every single surface, inside and out. Rub on two coats of hot linseed and tung oil. Steel wool between each coat. Wipe off the dust. Every weekend—when we weren’t outside clearing brush, tilling gardens, or weeding.


We learned to work; our muscles ached, then grew stronger. Our tender palms blistered and callused. This was our father’s plan. He lectured us on the evils of our generation, lazy from constant television exposure and permissive parenting. He announced, nodding at our mother, “We believe that our family should be the center of our life. Work will instill discipline and good work habits. I certainly hope to see some initiative in each of you.” He added with enthusiasm, “Remember, this is fun! You’ll remember this for rest of your lives and you’ll be grateful.” We nodded, smiled obediently, and got back to work.


The cabinets were built of walnut plywood, and every unfinished edge showed a cross-section, like the brown and white cream-filled waffle cookies they gave us at Girl Scouts. My mother clamped each piece of plywood into a vise. My brothers sanded the rough edges of the plywood. My mother and I cut strips of walnut veneer and brushed on a coat of thick yellow glue. While the glue dried, I painted glue on every plywood edge. The next step was challenging. I unfurled the strip of sticky veneer along the glued plywood, leaving a little edge on either side. If I didn’t hold it straight enough, the narrow strip of wood veered off, showing the plywood raw edge. I had to start over and rip the two sticky edges apart. I got it right more and more often.


I used a block of wood to smooth down the veneer, pressing out any air bubbles. I leaned close, pulled an X-Acto knife towards me, trimming the edge flush along the plywood. I had to focus or risk cutting into the wood or my finger. With sandpaper wrapped around a block, I sanded the edges of every drawer and cabinet door until they were smooth. I stood up straight, stretched my back, and kept going. My father announced I was the Queen of Edging. My mother and brothers then oiled each cabinet door.


Our dad set the table-saw blade for cutting out a slot in the drawer sides. He showed my youngest brother how to measure. “Do you know how to read these little lines?” He wrote on a block of wood each of the fractions to explain to Hubbard. “We want ½ inch. Now we lock the blade in place. Help me hold this board so the board doesn’t kick. That’s my boy.” My little brother held the board carefully as it moved through the saw. He carried it to a stack, picked up the next board and handed it to his father. They continued through the whole stack. My dad clapped Hubbard on the back. “What a great worker you are.”


When friends dropped by, our father announced one of his many rules: no outsiders were asked or allowed to help. We could say hello for a few minutes but then we had to go back to work. They could visit with us as we worked. Friends of my parents came by to see what was happening on the construction site. My father loved to give the tour, explain his philosophy of how families should live and work together. The kitchen and Great Room were the center of the house like farm kitchens, where we would can and freeze food, from May strawberries to applesauce in the fall. No longer would the family be separated. No longer would the mother be slaving away in a back kitchen; no, we would all work, cook, and play together.


Then he explained to our guests, “We thought we’d be done a lot sooner, but this is really great fun for all of us. It’s almost like a second childhood for me.” As he steered them toward the sliding glass door, he asked, “Have I told you I got a bulldozer so I can finish up the grading myself? I named it Peanut.”


They walked out onto the porch to survey the two acres around the house. He explained, “I planted soybeans this summer. This fall, I’ll till it under and plant rye and vetch for the winter.” His voice boomed with his huge enthusiasm. “The soil will be dynamite after a few years of this nitrogen building!” His voice faded as they crossed the field and we continued to stack lumber in the shop.


My best friend Linda lived across the field from us, and came over to visit all the time. We were skinny girls with mousy chin-length hair and plastic glasses, mine tortoiseshell ovals, hers turquoise with points like Cadillac fins. While I brushed on glue, she told me what she’d seen at the shopping center. “You’ve got to see the cool paisley fabric I got for sewing a skirt. How soon are you going to be done?”


“That’s a good question.” I looked at my mother, who shrugged, glancing at my father who had come back in after saying good-bye to our cousins. My brother’s friends were riding their bikes up and down the earth mounds, shouting my brothers’ names, calling them out to play. As the afternoon light poured in from the west, my little brothers, in first and fourth grade, asked, “Please, Daddy, can we go out now?”


My mother would have let them, but our father’s voice sliced through our plans. “What do you think? Not until every tool is put away, every block of wood is picked up, and every bit of sawdust vacuumed are you going anywhere.” We started cleaning up, hoping our activity would cut the lecture short. But he wouldn’t stop. “I don’t care about your homework or your friends; a job isn’t done until it’s done. When are you ever going to learn good work habits?” We set our jaws, glared at the floor as we did what we were told.


Mommy spoke quietly while our dad started running the sander. “Let’s make a race and see how fast we can get this place cleaned up.” As soon as we finished sweeping, while the sander roared and our dad had his back to us, my brothers raced downstairs to get their bikes.


Linda said, “Come on.” We dashed out the front door down the stone steps, across the drive and up the hill, across our acre field of vegetable gardens, to reach her tidy ranch house to look at Simplicity sewing patterns.


That fall the outside of the house was finished. A crew arrived with a flatbed truck loaded with panels to cover all the plywood wall sections of the house. These were my father’s invention, solid panels with crushed milk-white glass pressed into epoxy. The rough sharp edges sparkled in sun and moonlight. He’d been experimenting with new materials for exterior cladding on his buildings. The schools he designed had panels with white stones set into epoxy. For our house, Woodie explained he wanted an exterior that would not require painting, would not absorb dirt, would be self-washing with the rain, would be highly heat-reflective, yet be fun to look at. We looked at them up close, touching our finger tips to the ragged chunks of white glass, their edges as thin and sharp as razors.


The crew used a crane to lift them into place and they wore heavy leather gloves and canvas jackets for protection as they installed them. My mother said she was too scared to watch them work, afraid someone would get hurt. But my brothers and I sat on the muddy hillside and saw when a young man’s arm was ripped open by the flash of glass as the panel slipped, blood splattering the sparkling white panel. They scrambled, wrapped his arm, and tied a tourniquet before an ambulance took him to the hospital. The crew continued working, slower and more carefully. They sprayed the blood off with a hose. For years, my mother was frightened by these panels, worried someone might fall or be pushed against the walls of sharp-edged glass.


By late winter of 1967, after our hand-built cabinets had been installed in the kitchen, bedrooms, and bathrooms, the carpentry shop moved to the basement. Wide wooden flooring was installed on top of the plywood sub floors, sanded, and finished. Movers delivered the grand piano from storage. Now was the time to really move in.


In the Great Room we unpacked and placed furniture as if we were arranging a set for a play on stage. My father had been buying and storing things we didn’t know about. We rolled out a large woven orange rug in front of the stone fireplace. On one side of the rug we placed my father’s black leather Eames chair and ottoman. On the other side, we pulled protective paper off the Womb chair we’d had since I was a baby. My father had had it recovered with a burnt-orange fabric.


I jumped into the chair, running my hands over the familiar shape arc, like a round-backed throne around me, drawn in with a flat area on either side for my arms. “Oh, Daddy, I love this color!!” I gave the eye to my brothers, teasing them, “This is mine. Mine since I was a baby, right, Dad?”


“You grew up in that chair. I’d come home from work, settle into the Womb chair and give you your bottle.”


Maybe I only remembered because of the black and white photos in the album, my dad beaming at me, tossing me in the air, and us laughing. He’d lost his first daughter in a divorce when his first wife took her and disappeared without a trace. After he married my mother, she had three miscarriages and they thought they couldn’t have a baby. They’d tried to adopt, but their age difference of eighteen years was too great and they were told they were not acceptable parents. Then she got pregnant with me, had complications and had to rest in bed for months. When I was born, he always said, “I was the happiest man alive.”


Setting up our new house made our dad very happy too. It was the culmination of years of planning, and he knew where everything went. We kept bringing up boxes and packages that had been stored in the basement for the long year we’d lived in a construction site.


On either side of the stone fireplace were walls of bookshelves. My dad’s boxes of jazz records filled two long shelves. Next came rows of books, and above them our dad’s collection of Mexican pre-Columbian sculptures he’d been buying in Mexico and sneaking across the border since the late forties. Their Mayan and Olmec clay and stone faces stared out into the Great Room.


Woodie set up the new stereo in a walnut cabinet in front of the stone wall, and ran wires to the biggest speakers on the market, three feet by two feet, placed high above the room, on top of the kitchen cabinets. The sound permeated every inch of the house. He piled a stack of his favorite records on the record player, the honored saints of our childhood. We started with our favorite, Dave Brubeck, followed by Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Count Basie, and Harry James, to celebrate our day of unpacking after a year with no music. In the Victorian house, we had listened to them on what were then the newest stereo speakers, little boxes whose sound filled only the library.


Now the music reverberated through us, sound bouncing off the glass walls, down from the heavy beamed ceiling high above us, and we were caught in the center. Our dad was turned on, bebopping with the music, saying “Oh, yeah” with the beat, as he hauled a stack of chairs into place. Calling out on a favorite song, “Damn, I heard this when I was at Cornell! Seems like it was just yesterday.” When night came, the music mellowed down a notch to the cool of Archie Shepp, Art Blakey, and Pharaoh Sanders.


Above the stereo, he hung a new painting none of us had seen, an abstract in reds, oranges, blues of a bull fight, the matador’s cape a blur of red. Above us, circling the entire room below the beams and the ceiling, was a two-foot-wide panel painted my father’s favorite color, a deep Chinese red.


We set the rest of the modern furniture into place: an Eames molded round coffee table, Knoll international lounge chairs with orange leather slung on wooden frames, a Danish teak rectangular dining room table with stacking metal and molded walnut plywood chairs, and a round Formica breakfast table surrounded by smaller stacking birch veneer chairs. All in the Great Room, all placed under their respective ceiling lights, all according to my father’s plan.


Woodie was radiant, his voice loud and filling the room, as if he were lecturing to students. “I’m sure the thought of one room for cooking, dining, play, living and everything else will be absolutely shocking to many of our neighbors, but this is the wave of the future!” We nodded and kept bringing up boxes. To us it was a great adventure, a scavenger hunt; opening each box was like Christmas.


But we were also daunted by this magnificent room that had suddenly changed from the sawdusty construction site piled with lumber where we had camped out for a year. We were still the same midwestern kids in beat-up work clothes, yet we were turning our house into a showplace, a museum of the modern, that gleamed and shone and revolved around us.
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Garber House Great Room, two hanging Bertoia sculptures
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In the kitchen, we unpacked Woodie’s collection of copper pots and pans, some small enough for one fried egg or melting butter for artichokes, increasing in size and shape to huge pots big enough for a dozen lobsters. Woodie snagged them onto a series of hooks hanging down from a long metal beam with welded arms bolted to the ceiling high above.


Then my mother, the boys, and I pulled open the walnut-veneer cabinet doors and the deep drawers we had built and filled them with dishes, staples, cooking utensils, following Woodie’s chart of where everything went. He was too excited to focus; he kept hauling boxes upstairs for us to unload, and kept walking around, looking at the house from every angle. His masterpiece, his dream house, was coming together.


The finale was unpacking Bertoia sculptures from wooden crates, like opening heavy bronze Christmas ornaments to set around the house. My dad commissioned sculpture by Harry Bertoia for several of his buildings. Every time Woodie visited his studio to talk about their work, he brought home a small new sculpture for us.


There were two made of short bronze rods of equal length welded to a central hub to form a ‘bush.’ We set the larger one on the Eames coffee table and the smaller one on the dining room table, where the light from above made silhouetted patterns through the rods onto the table.


My father played with the tall sound sculpture, made with three-foot-long bronze rods welded in a grid attached to a ten-inch-square base. He grasped the rods together and then released them all at once, so they swayed and collided against each other, making a cacophony of sound. Placed onto the piano, the clashing of the bronze rods rumbled through the body of the piano.


Another sculpture, made with thin aluminum rods, was held together like a fistful of wires thrust into the metal base. This ‘bouquet’ of silvery wires floated around with only a faint whisper as they touched each other. My brother Hubbard set this in front of the stone wall on the edge of the fireplace hearth.


The stone fireplace wall was painted a gritty white. Suspended from the ceiling, a cable hung down for Dad to attach a three-foot-long black metal-framed sculpture, with wires attached to the top and bottom that held squares painted bright colors. It was a model for a screen that had been built, life-sized, for the St. Louis airport. Woodie had seen the model gathering dust in Harry’s studio on a visit, and convinced him to sell it to him.


My father asked me, “Do you remember why Harry chose this set of colors for one side and these for the other side?” He swung the sculpture, showing me the side with red, orange and yellow squares. On the opposite side, the squares were painted blue, purple, black.


“Of course, Dad.” I rolled my eyes. “You taught me this when I was almost a baby! They are ‘hot’ colors on one side and ‘cool’ on the other.”


“Just wanted to keep you on your toes, Sugar.”


I grinned. “Don’t worry about me, Daddy!”


As night settled, my brothers and my father played with the lights, tapping and turning the dimmer switches, trying to remember what light lit up what part of the room. Finally they left them all on full and bright, and the room spun around us, a dizzying flash and flare of reds, copper pans, walnut cabinets that gleamed like coffee beans, paintings, and driving jazz rumbling through it all.


I was setting the table. My mother was making a supper to celebrate, steaks with crushed garlic were ready to grill on the new broiler that had just been installed, scones in the new oven, corn heating in a copper pan on the stove. My father called out to her, “Dinner can wait. We have to go outside and walk across the field to see the house from outside.”


The entry closet stood like a big box when you entered the great room from the front door, making the visitor pause, our father explained, before they entered. We pulled on our coats and hats, and stepped into the muddy boots we had left in a row on the porch. The house was still surrounded by vast bulldozed fields waiting for our landscaping. It was raw, late winter as we walked across the sticky clay mud of the fields, across the drainage ditch and up the road so we could see down the hill towards the house.


This was the first night the house became what it was designed to be. We stood together, my little brothers holding my mother’s hands, and I leaned against my dad, his arm flung around my back, as we looked at what we had created. The darkness hid the mud field. The house shimmered like a white mirage in the valley, the crushed glass wall panels sparkling, while the Great Room blazed as if on fire, red, orange, and wood reflected and glowed inside the long glass walls. We were dazzled by my father’s vision. We had all worked together to make it happen. He clapped us all on the back, heady with delight. “We did it.” We nodded, smiling, repeating his words, almost stunned by this magnificence, never dreaming what would happen to us living in this blazing cauldron.


We walked down the road together in the dark, turned onto the gravel drive that cut through the woods and followed the creek. There, on the crest of the hill high above us, the house sailed like a moonlit ocean liner. We walked up the driveway, proceeded under the inset ground-level entryway, and mounted the wide stone stairway leading us back to the Great Room, the heart of the fire.
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Woodie (professional portrait), circa 1960s
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THE MIRROR GLASS TOWER


1967


Every time a student walks past a really urgent, expressive piece of architecture that belongs to his college, it can help reassure him that he does have that mind, does have that soul.


—LOUIS KAHN


THE FRONT DOOR FLEW OPEN. “BOY OH BOY, does that smell good!” In his fifties, Dad was a bull of a man, bald and big-chested, with a booming voice that filled the Great Room. “I’ve got exciting news once we get dinner on.”


In the narrow galley kitchen, our pretty mother, in her late thirties, lifted a steaming beef tongue out of the pressure cooker, filling the house with the smell of bay and pepper. Her black hair was cut short, setting off her dangling Mexican silver earrings. My dad had convinced her to wear skirts above her knees. He said, “With legs like yours, it’s a crying shame not to show them!” She’d felt shy about it, but he insisted. He bought fashionable clothes for her when he went to New York City for meetings.


The floor-to-ceiling sliding-glass walls of the Great Room became mirrors at night, reflecting me and my two younger brothers as we laid out the silver on the glowing teak table. Now aged seven and ten, the boys looked like skinny twins, with buzz cuts, wearing button-down shirts with jeans.


Dad shouted to us playfully, “Come give me my kiss.” Even though I was thirteen, I didn’t mind running up to give him a kiss on the cheek when he got home from work. He wore big black glasses, a plaid bow tie, a white shirt, and a boxy Brooks Brothers suit. My brothers ran up and pecked his cheek before running back to set the table.


“Lilibet, turn around and let me see your outfit!” I beamed with pleasure to show off my mod orange-and-yellow-striped top, yellow miniskirt, and orange vinyl belt he had given me for Christmas. I was skinny and shy at school, but looking at myself reflected in the glass walls under a grid of ceiling spotlights, I felt like Twiggy, the British model, with my short haircut.


He added, “I brought home the new Vogue for us to look at after dinner.”


“Wow, cool!”


“You look great in those colors. That’s my girl.” He patted my butt. “Now get back to work and help your mother.”


The night my father would first tell us about the tower, Mom skinned the tough outer layer of the tongue before settling the huge savory chunk of meat on a wooden platter. She carried the platter to the table and we followed with serving dishes of green beans and corn, frozen last summer from our garden. I sliced her homemade whole wheat bread on the cutting board.


No one else I knew ate tongue. It seemed everything we ate was unusual, different from the kids at school. Brains sautéed in white wine, kidney pie, marinated herring, ratatouille from our vegetables in the garden, and on Christmas morning, sweetbreads, cooked in cream with capers.


My brother, Wood, with sensitive eyes, carried white china plates to the dining room table. My dad barked orders with enthusiasm. “Hubbard, don’t forget the butter or the horseradish!” My little brother brought a small bowl of our dad’s favorite horseradish. Our dad switched into his German accent. “Have I ever told you about the summer I worked for my uncle on his horseradish farm?”


“Of course!” My brothers and I rolled our eyes. “The horseradish stung your eyes so bad it looked like you were crying.” We were sure we knew all his stories. We sat down at the table and started loading our plates.


Dad interrupted us. “How many times do I have to tell you? Do not start eating until your mother lifts her fork!”


Our mother waved her fork in the air, good-heartedly, as if she was making fun of the rule. “I’ve lifted it. You can start eating now.” Then, to distract him from his namesake, she asked, “Now Woodie, tell us your exciting news.”


“It’s final. I got the commission for a new high-rise dorm at the University of Cincinnati. It will be called Sander Hall.” He served himself a large slice of tongue, slathering it with horseradish before taking a big bite. He chewed with great appreciation before he continued. “I’ll be designing a great way to live for college students. A place they can really feel at home.” He warmed up, slipping into the teacher voice he used when lecturing student interns. “When I studied architecture at Cornell in the 1930s, we stayed up late in bull sessions talking about modern designs coming from the Bauhaus architects in Germany.” He winked at us. “Sometimes you learn more outside of the classroom than in lectures! You need to have places to talk.” He looked at us, expecting us to nod like his students, showing that we understood before he continued.


“It’s all about social interaction.” His voice filled the long room as he explained. A California study had showed that students benefited from housing that supported social interactions. He didn’t want to build another monstrosity with long dark halls, with everyone going back and forth to use a single large bathroom. “That’s what the University wants because it’s cheaper to build. But no way am I going to submit students to that impersonal layout!”


He made a quick sketch of his plan on a paper napkin. Clustered like little villages, were five double rooms, a shared bathroom, and their own pajama lounge. “They’ll have a big lounge downstairs where they can hang out too. I’m going to fill it with modern furniture.”


Designing this dormitory tower was completing a full circle for my dad’s career. My father said he became an architect because he grew up under a drafting table. In 1913, the year he was born, his father’s Union Central Tower in downtown Cincinnati, at thirty-eight stories, was the tallest building in the world outside of New York City. Covered in marble and white terra-cotta, the tower was crowned with a cupola of a small Greek temple of the type you might imagine finding in a forest glade, but which was equipped with an aviation beacon for the modern era. At night the illuminated skyscraper was a symbol of the up-to-date city on the banks of the Ohio River.


CINCINNATI WAS BUILT in the heart of the Ohio Valley, a crossroads where the East separated itself from the West and the North defined itself as different from the South, a place that had wrestled with the dynamic tensions of these factors since its beginning. The city’s shape is defined by the ancient river that had carried native people for centuries. Settlers were intent on building a fine city on a fertile plain, cupped by an amphitheater of steep hills. Steamboats plowed the thick river, mills sawed the dense forests, industrialists built factories, and skilled craftsmen arrived to construct a booming city in the early nineteenth century.


The Queen City, as it was called from its earliest days, would be compared to Rome’s seven hills, and architects were the means to these grand visions. Cincinnati’s architects designed Greek- and Roman-inspired edifices to rival the greatest European cities. An influx of German educated refugees settled in the Over the Rhine area of the city, building brick and stone churches, homes, and businesses in Greek Revival and Romanesque, Gothic and Italianate styles. Fueled by ingenuity and industry, the city expanded rapidly, moving out of the crowded downtown into the hills. The Miami canal and trains transported materials and passengers to planned suburbs, including the village of Glendale, where my family settled. In Cincinnati’s expanding years, architects were revered and their work set out to define culture and improve society. My grandfather and father had both answered the intoxicating call of architecture.


My grandfather’s firm, Garber and Woodward, was the most influential and prolific architectural firm of the first third of the twentieth century in Cincinnati. As my parents drove us through the city, they would point out elegant buildings of stone and brick, towers, schools, and homes. “Your grandfather designed that building.”


[image: Images]


MY FATHER, WOODIE Garber, learned the building field from the bottom up, as a hod carrier and day laborer on his father’s construction sites until his father’s career and fortune ended abruptly with the Depression. Relatives helped Woodie with tuition as he worked several jobs to pay his way through architecture school. When he emerged from Cornell in the mid-thirties, fired up with the prospects of designing modern buildings, he was lucky to find any work. He was fitted for a linen smock and joined the legions of draftsmen in John Russell Pope’s office in New York, where they designed the classically-inspired National Gallery in Washington, DC. He spent days drawing specs of Doric columns and vaulted ceilings, while by night he studied Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus architects who were escaping from Germany to the US.


For over fifteen years, from the Depression in the early 1930s to the end of World War II, hardly any new buildings were commissioned in the US. Sigfried Giedion’s Harvard lectures from 1938-39, published as Space, Time and Architecture, became the bible for a young generation of architects who waited for America to begin building the modern age. As the war ended, there was a demand for many new buildings, and modern architecture led the way into the post-war age. Materials developed during the war for airplanes, metal, glass, and plastics offered lower-cost options for the new buildings, instead of the more expensive traditional stone and brick Beaux Art buildings that copied designs of the past.


During the war, my father had been a civilian engineer and architect, designing engines and low-cost, quickly constructed, flat-roofed, air-cooled barracks for troops. When, at the age of thirty-two, my father finally opened his own practice, in 1945 in Cincinnati, his wartime experiences in utilitarian buildings would influence his work. He submitted his first major design for a competition, a glass tower for downtown Cincinnati, which might have made him famous nationally. It would have been the first curtain-walled glass skyscraper in the U.S., the first sealed, temperature-controlled office building, as well as the first office tower with movable partitions. The drawings of this elegant weightless tower, the Schenley building, graced the cover of the inaugural issue of Progressive Architecture with a twelve-page spread for this revolutionary design. My father’s design addressed many of the issues of glass buildings for decades to come. He planned for double-pane glass to reduce summer heat and to conserve heat in winter. There would have been radiant floors to heat or cool the building. This tower design preceded all the famous American International Style glass and steel skyscrapers.
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