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By DAN McCOSH

‘‘We designed factories
when other architects
thought it was beneath

: them,” Sol King said, off-

handedly.

King lives in North Park
Towers in Southfield. He
beads Albert Kahn Asso-

| ciates, a firm which has

probably designed more in-
dustrial projects than any
other in the world, and in the
process designed most of
Detroit. -
o s e

‘THE ROOFS of most facto-
ries were supported by posts
placed every 20 feet, in 1905.
That was the year Albert
Kahn designed a steel and
concrete building for Packard
Motor Co. on E. Grand Blvd.
in Detroit, with the floors

“ cleared of posts and natural

light and ventilation “dis-
placing the old prison work-

. shop factory,” as a newspa-

per told it.

The social and economic
complexities of something
like the early days of the
auto industry don't swing on
the personality of one man.

Starting with Packard,
Kahn rode the wave of indus-
trialization like some expert
surfer, designing the Ford
Highland Park plant housing
the first assembly line, a
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SOL KING heads Albert Kahn Assaciates.

succession of downtown skys-
crapers and the giant River
Rouge plant.

Meanwhile, Kahn was scat-
tering miniature castles and
Tudor mansions around the
city to suit the wives of the
new industrialists, designing
public buildings on Belle Isle,
trying to soften the impact of
industry with aesthetics, put-
ting Roman arches around
the upper lip of a roof 33 sto-
ries above the ground.

Walter Ruether met Harry
Bennett on a bridge near the
Rouge Plant, World War II
began and construction
started on the Willow Run
bomber plant, the biggest
assembly plant in the world.

Project director at Willow
Run was King, just three
years out of the University
of Michigan.

* .

KING IS the second gener-
ation in the company.
President and director of
i he rose to his
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.present position following
Kahn's death in 1942, in a se-
ries of changes in the corpo-
rate structure culminating
with his election as president
in 1958.

“We are concerned with
creating a man-made envi-
ronment, for men,” he said.
A human environment.”

He uses the word ‘*human-
ism” a lot, seeing the poten-

tial in a2 man-made environ-
ment from the perspective of
someone who has spent his
working life in the dead cen-
ter of its creation.

“You can't ignore the tech-
nology. Some people today
think you can go back, you
can’t. Man has been prog-
ressing ever since he .came
from the sea, when he
started to pollute the ocean.”

“*Our values must relate to
human values,” he said, and
he feels it is possible to re-
late some human values to
the complex growth of tech-
nology.

King has applied this phi-
losophy in his design work,
using techniques like the free
use of art, even paintings and
sculptures in industrial set-
tings. He designed an impres-
sive entrance for employes
at an Avon Products plant, to
emphasize the basic import-
ance of the worker.

THE COMPANY pioneered
a group approach to complex
design problems. The “‘asso-
ciates” in the name are the
32 registered architects who
are partners in the firm.

e partners are a group
of specialists who handle the
technical problems inherent
in plant design as well as the
design of commercial build-
ings.
One of the newer plants

built by the group is a new
General Electric assembly
. plant in Columbia, a new
town designed from the side-
walks up in a rural area be-
tween Baltimore and Wash-

ington D.C. .
“That had its own set of
limitations,” King said, “We

designed it so it wouldn’t in-
trude on the landggape. That
was one of thlrequire-
ments.”

KING HAS the ability to
visnalize a project as an or-
ganic whole, with design re-
quirements interacting with
the demands of a site, the
purpose of the project, and
the relations with surround-
ing buildings.

His group designed the
National Bank Building at the
foot of Woodward Ave., de-

liberately relating the aes-
thetics to the surrounding
skyscrapers,

Since King became direc-
tor of architecture, the firm
has produced buildings which
break completely with the
kind of architecture typified
by the Fisher building, a
Kahn design.

King is open-minded about
“‘schaols™ of architecture,
believing that design is a
synthesis of the demands of
aesthetics, site, technology,
and the structure of the build-
ing materiais themselves.

But when the synthesis is
complete, he thinks the build-
ing should have a basic integ-
rity.

“There are some buildings
in Southfield, for instance,
that are very good examples

of design. Others are not

honest, they look like they

are concrete, for instance,
when they are actually steel
structures.

““Some very nice buildings
look fine, but there are ex-
posed ventilators and machi-
nery on the roof.

“The technical part of the
building ruins the line for the
eye” R

THE VALUE of aesthetics
is part of King’s humanism,
and he feels he can relate it

-even to the economic de-

mands of industry.

“What is it a plant owner
is trying to say to his em-
ployes?

‘“The environment for
work must be designed for
the human being ~ to work.
Not necessarily luxury — but

|He Seeks Humanism In Factories

some recognition of his
needs.”

He has also expressed it in
a concern for cities as places
to live.

"“There is one thing Mayor -
Norman Feder has said,
which I don’t think any other
suburban mayor has, that is
that it is impossible to re-
place the cultoral life of the
center city with a small sub-
urb. You need the resources
of the larger central city.”

But he sees the city, even
the family unit, fragmented
by the accelerating rate of
change. Working with the
changing technology, strug-
gling to control it he feels
even in architecture, new
technology changes faster
than the designer’s ability to
use it properly.
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