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Architects of the
new millennium

By Marc Breindel

Bemard Maybeck, Julia Mor-
gan, and ... David Trachtenberg?

A quick look around suggests
Trachtenberg may be heir to
Berkeley’s architectural throne,
at least for the late "90s. The 39-
year-old Cal and Harvard grad
has designed such instant icons as
the KPFA Building (in associa-
tion with Abrams, Millikan and
Associates), Cody's Books on

Fourth Street, Peet’s Coffee and
Tea headquarters (in Emeryville,
but everyone knows Peet's be-
longs to Berkeley), the soon-to-
break-ground Berkeley Bowl, and
a slew of less visible, but equally
distinctive businesses and homes,

Uniting all Trachtenberg’s
local projects is an unmis-
takable Berkeley sensibility.
Trachtenberg insists he has no
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“architectural axc to grind,” that he's
simply harmonizing with his surround-
ings, yet it's hard to imagine thc same
man who builds suchunpretentious, utili-
tarian buildings as his airy, gardencd
Monnens-Addis Design studios (scc
above), suddenly changing gears and
dralting a mile-high chrome skyscraper
for downtown L.A.

Anyway, itdocsn'tscem Trachicnberg
wants to change gears, cven if he could.
And, although Trachtenberg works on
projects all over the Bay Area, he and his
wifc and young daughter have no inten-
tion of lcaving their adopted hometown.

“Everyplace has its own spirit, ils
own soul,” Trachtenberg said on a recent
tour of his firm's projects. “The day 1
came to Berkeley, 1 said, ‘This is the
place for me."”

Trachtenberg founded Trachtenberg
Architects in 1990, with big prospects
and not much clsc. He had a Master's
degreeinarchitecture from Harvard Uni-
versity, and a 3.A. from UC Berkeley.
He had worked for Skidmorc, Ownings
& Merrill of San Francisco, onc of the
largest architectural firms in the country;
and for Abrams, Millikan & Associalcs,
the firm primarily responsiblc for Fourth
Street.

The company started in
Trachtenberg's one-bedroom apartment,
but quickly grew into its current south
Fourth Strect address. Eugene Sparling
joincd as an associate in 1993, boasting a
Master’s from Columbia University, and
cxperience with William McDonough
Architects, plus two other giant New
York houscs. Sparling had designed
things as big as 38-storc office buildings
and as small as table lamps.

The associates were joined by Project
Designers Tamala Andezson, Christian
Daucr, and Patricia, Solis; consultant
Katarzyna Kowalksa-Ekstrand; Office
Manager Michele Yin; and a host of
collaborators and interns. Together,
they’ve built scores of buildings.

One quality has united all the firm’s
work so far: the architects “live and
breath” cvery job from start to [inish,
Although ali rccognize the firm may
someday grow to take on huge projects
the associates can’t oversce so closcly,
for now Trachtenberg Architects means
hands-on designers, and proud of it.

“I'm a little suspicious of pcople who
arc working on a project in Pcking, and
Malaysia, and Singaporc and Rome,”
Trachtenberg said. “1 don't understand
how they can possibly understand the
sclting well cnoughin such a short period
of time to make something meaningful.”

Sparling sharcs his partner’s concern
about the increasing “placclessness” of
architecture. *I think it’s really quitc un-
fortunate to think that we live in a world
where there’s not cnough confidence in
onc's local talent to (hire locally). One
wondcrs;why we have to go all the way to
Switzerland when we have enough talent
right here, or where we could develop
cnough local talent.”

Fortunately, this arca may be onc of

__arpat

the few large urban centers where [resh

talent has a fighting chance, the associ- |
ates concur. “I think thatin this part of the |
world, you can succced on the basis of |
merit,” Sparling said. “If you do a good

job, you can probably get another onc. I |
like the Bay Arca, in that respect.” ‘

A sense of place
Trachtenberg got a chance to prove
himsell carly on. University Press and
The Musical Offering café founders Bill
and Karen McClung hired the fairly green
- young professional to build a new home
off Tunncl Road, when their old home
burned in the Fire of 1991. They knew
they were taking a chance —
Trachtenberg had not yet designed ahousc
alonc in 1992 — but they liked his previ-
"ous work, and considered him an archi-
tectural soul matc.
Their shared bibles were Christopher
Alexander's “Pattern Language,” and |

Charles Kecler's “The Simple Home." |

~ Keeler's book, in particular, describes |

“living closc to the ground, living sim- |
ply, living with naturc and beauty,” as |
Karcn put it. Indeed, her carthy brown |
adobe-style housc closcly hugs a ter- |
raced garden, with so many windows and |
porches that onc forgets onc is cver in- |
side. The constant parade of ducks and |

chickens in and out of the high-ccilinged |

kitchen further blurs the distinction.

“It"s kind ol noisy back here,” Karcn
chuckled, as a troop of mallard ducks
marched past the window above the
kitchen sink behind her. “And, also, we
get six cggs a day, which is kind of a
problem. We're forever giving away
cggs!”

Trachtenbergclearly understands such
a lifestyle. He suggested a dark green
stone for the kitchen floor, and the
McClungs arc glad they took his advice.
“You can't potty train a duck,” Karcn
says.

Of course, the McClung home cost
half"a million dollars, not counting the
land (the insurance money didn’t quite
cover it; the new furniturc is slightly
more “folksy” than planned), and

~)
7

P

a work of art, which he did,” Ross said.

No one walking in to Cody's would
guess any corners were cut. It {its snugly
into the chic Fourth Street scenc, just
another fancy shop. But, if you look
closcly, you’ll noticc it's really a collec-
tion of concrete boxes artfully arranged.
As with the McClung house, certain de-
tails stand out - custom hardwood doors
and counters; carclully dirccted lighting;
long blond woodcn shelves that curve
into the back of the store like a nautilus
shell; rich greens, rusts and mustards that
ccho the carthy cxpensive Fourth Street
look - in short, pure style.

So successful was Trachtcnberg at |

spinning silk out of concrete at Cody’s,
that people have asked him who made
thosc custom gray mctal light fixturcs in
the eatry, and how much they cost. Five
dollars, he says; they came straight from
an industrial catalog, and were “custom”
bent into an angle at Trachtenberg's
shop.

Such light touches as simple metal
fixtures appeal to Trachtenberg: *I usc
the word *ordinary’ with real affection ...

~ You could say we (at the firm) have an
affection for what's commonplace.”

You could also say Trachienberg is
unusually aware of his surroundings —
social as well as physical — a rcal assct
for a.Berkeley architect. At Cody's, for
example, the environmentincluded some
angry neighbors who had fought and lost
a battle to end the commercial strip just
south of the new bookstore, as the West
Berkeley plan arguably designated.
Trachtenberg hoped to build a store ihat
would not be picketed from day ene.

Asusual, Trachtenberg found aclever
way to give the ncighbors some of what
they wanted. He pulled Cody’s entrance
out five feet into the wide sidewalk (still
within the store's property linc), with the
front door facing the main drag to the
south making it clcar to all that the com-
mercial strip would stop there.

““I didn't know he was going to creatc

~ “It’s thrust itsclf out into the spacc as |

Trachtenberg was expected to make the

house stylish as well as [unctional.

He succeeded in conveying clegance |
largely through fine design - the lincs |

flow from living room to bedroom luxu-
riously - and clever details. For example,
he designed the central mahogany banis-
ter to be polished “naturally” by human
palm greasc, so it always shines. And,
when he saw the wide spacing of the
vertical beams, he insisted on doubling
the number to closc the gaps; the result
has a distinctly craftsman look.

“*He's casy going, but he's got really
high standards,” Karen said. “And, he's
got a really good scnsc of design.”

Bill thanks the architect's mother, an
intcrior designer hersclf, in part. He vis-
ited Mitzi Trachtenberg's home, and
found it “ahousctolivein,” as well as“a
beautiful old house,” as Karen described
it. After sccing Trachtenberg's sister
Amy's paintings, McClung decided the
whole family has “a natural scnsc of
proportion.” Some of Amy's paintings
hang on the McClung's new walls, along-
side thosc of his own daughter, Nicola
McClung.

Cody’s on Fourth Street

Amy’s paintings also hang at Cody’s
Books on Fourth Street, which opened in
the fall. Actually, Cody's is only borrow-
ing the art; it's still for sale. Like the
McClungs, Cody's owner Andy Ross
hews to anindcpendent bookscller's bud-
get, even while competing with national
bechemoths Barnes & Noble and Border’s
Books. Ross counted on his architect to
do more with less, a Trachtenberg trade-
mark.

“We actually find the request to do
morc design with less money a welcome
opportunity,” Trachtenberg's literature
rcads.

Cody's certainly gave Trachtenberg
that opportunity. Ross admits he dc-
manded the impossible of his architect,
and was amazed when the project was
completed on budget, on time, looking

far as it can,” Trachtenberg said, looking

north from Peet's Coffee. “Ithink Cody's |

rcally docs represent the definitiveend to |

the retail development northward along
Fourth Street, and that the building is
designed so as to emphatically state
Cody's as an cndpoint.”

Unlike many architccts, who insist on
working without distraction from their
own clicnts, much less the neighbors,
Trachtenberg says he welcomes civic
input. “It was a frustrating cxpcricnce,
but it was also a very inspiring experi-
ence to go through the public process,”
he said of Cody's zoning struggle.

“What we're trying to do here is cre-
ate some harmony, and to mend the fab-

ric of the city,” Trachtcnberg went on, |

“And, s0,in orderto do that, we can't just

go in there and willfully do whatever |
feels good to us. It’s a malter of really |

listening hard to what the community has |
to say, and what the architectural and |
social patierns are, which takes some |

time to understand.

“That's why this whole process of |

public hearings and design review is re-
ally essential. Becausc onc doesn'treally
understand all the competing forces here
until one’s really in it for a while. So,

. what you're trying to do is try lo resolve

a lot of competing interests, and when
you do it well, it has a kind of synch, and
cverybody says, ‘Ah, that's right,"”

Commerce and people
Animportant tenet of Trachtenberg's

| work is that a building should accommo-
. date its space and desired usc, and not

vice versa. The firm regularly downplays
its own work, to that cnd.

“Onc hopes to create a situation, a
stage, which makes fuller opportunitics

for human interaction,” Sparling said. " |

think ‘self-refcrential’ architecture is not

| of much intcrest to David or mysclf.”

“There's so much in-your-facc cx-
pression going on all the time that archi-

| tecture can’t compete with it, and more-

over it doesn't need to,” Trachtenberg
agreed.

A good cxample is the ncw Body
. Timebuilding, at 8thand Harrison streets.
| It straddles the portion of Codornices
Creek that was just daylighted in
Berkeley's biggest such project, and
clearly lets the creck guide its orienta-
tion. The lunchroom offcrs the best view
of the creck, a Trachtenberg trademark;
his buildings encourage social interac-
tion, with lounges and kitchens that often
rescmble hip cafés.

The Body Time building is also built
with an cye to the future. “Knock-away"
wall scctions dot the side facing the ereek,
making it casy for thc owncr to open
i storclronts or apartment cnirances there.
Trachtenberg’s building invilcs tcnants
to decide for themsclves how they will
usc it.

Down the street, the new headquar-
ters for the_Backroads outdoor travel
company at 5th and Cedar streets is built
around a large garden designed for stalf
meetings and lunch. David's brother
Robert Trachtenberg landscaped the yard,
and David was plecased to highlight it.

“I'm always tclling people, ‘Spend
less moncy on the building, and more
money on the gardens,”” David said. ...
Most people would rather work outside,
if they can, so if you give them access (o
the outside, you're going to have happicr
people and more productive people.”

Brother-in-law Je[f Miller --the man
who landscaped niost of 4th Strect - has
also provided gardens central to
Trachtenberg projects, including that in
the Monnens-Addis Design studio on 9th
Strect. (Karen McClung's comment rings
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Berkeley Bowl

Promincnt landscaping will also grace
ithe new Berkeley Bowl. Sct to break
ground this spring and be completed by
|December, the Bowl will occupy the old
Safcway Supermarket space across Or-
cgon Strect from the Thrifty/Rite Aid
I store on Adeline Street. It'll be a larger

;
[ truc: “When you hire David, you get the

_i space for the Bowl, with morc parking.

Such sites have been known to foster
community; consider the old Co-op su-
permarkets. Trachtenberg is encourag-
ing that, crcating plenty of room for
milling and socializing, both insidc and
out.

“When we think of our great institu-
tions, we scc UC Berkcley - but how
many people sct foot on the UC campus
once lhey graduate? Berkeley High
School is a public institution, but who's
cever been there who's not somehow as-
sociated with it? Or even City Hall. But,
cverybody's intimatc with the supermar-
ket.”

Bowl owner Glenn Yasuda appreci-
ates Trachtenberg's sensc of commu-
nity, and the fact that hie and Sparling
“have a [eeling for Berkeley.” That's
part of why he hired them.

“In Berkeley, I think you need a good
architect who has a good rclationship
with the city,” Yasuda said. “You have o
have an architcct who can satisly cvery-
onc, the neighbors and the city.”.

In fact, Trachtenberg would love to
build city hall complexcs and school cam-
puses, he says. As his firm cxpands, such
work scems incvitable. Alrcady, it's been
hired for such large projccts as the 30,000-
squarc-foot Trust for Public Land hcad-
quarters in San Francisco, ang the 74,100-
squarc-foot, $9 million Gordon Bicrsch
Brewery in San Josc. Institutional work
can't be far off.

Trachtenberg Architects recently
made the “short list” to design a new
California College of Arts and Cralts
campus, a showing that makes both
Trachtenberg and Sparling optimistic.
Building such an institution would make
an architect immortal, in a sensc.

Nevertheless, the quintessential Ber-
keley architects have their feet planted
firmly on the ground.

“There’s a standard joke in architec-
ture,” Sparling says. “You know what I'd
doif I won the lottery? Practice architec-
ture untii it's all gone.”



