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29 prefab revisited

Modern prefab companies certainly felt the effects of the housing bust. But many have
survived the recession, and some newcomers have arrived. In this issue, ra takes a look at
what’s been happening in modern prefab—and what its future may bring.

by meghan drueding

Cover illustration: Tavis Coburn; photos (left to right): Twist Photography, Paul Dyer
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from the editor

is prefab still fab?

it seemed like the answer to delivering high-design houses to the masses—until the housing market collapsed.

by s. claire conroy

hen we
wrote our
first retro-
spective
cover story on prefabricat-
ed architecture the world
was a very different place.
It was January/February
2005, near the pinnacle of
the housing boom. Archi-
tects were a starry-eyed
bunch then, wondering
how they could play a
greater role in shaping the
delivery of good design to
the middle-income masses.
They latched onto factory-
built houses as a promis-
ing alternative to all the

merchant builder “product”

that proliferated in the na-
tion’s suburbs and exurbs.
The idea was compel-
ling: Spread the cost of an
architect’s clever design
thinking over multiple
executions. After all, what
made custom residential
architecture so expensive
was and is the one-off
prototype approach.

For a while, prefab cap-
tured the imagination of the
press, too, and the legions
of “cultural creatives”
who wanted better-looking
houses than they could af-
ford under the old para-
digm. Even Warren Buffett
purchased an old-line
manufactured housing com-
pany, Clayton Homes, with

ambitions to do hip modu-
lar. Similarly, venerable
kit companies like Acorn
Deck House Co., redubbed
Empyrean, and Lindal, of
the post-and-beam chalets,
retooled to embrace the new
future of off-site construc-
tion led by architects.
Several fleet-footed,
newly minted prefab
visionaries emerged from
the pack. In 2000, Rocio
Romero designed one of the
first standout modern pre-
fab houses, a 970-square-
foot vacation home on
the Chilean coast for her
mother: The building was
simple and beautiful and
stirred such strong buyer
interest, Romero decided to
market it as the LV Home.
In just over 10 years,
she’s sold more than 160
iterations of them. In 2003,
Resolution: 4 Architecture
won Dwell magazine’s first
modular design competi-
tion. (Our CEO, Frank An-
ton, who was a member of
the jury, asked at the time if
I had heard of the firm; the
answer was no.) However,
I had heard of Ray Kappe,
FAIA, who also was on the
jury, and Ralph Rapson,
FAIA, who was a finalist.
Both of these well-known
architects were involved in
modular housing’s first stir-
rings back in the *50s; they
were early true believers.
Around this time as well,

residential architect / january - february 2012

Jennifer Siegal’s Office of
Mobile Design won atten-
tion for its innovative ideas
about portable structures
that sit lightly on the land.
The company’s SwellHouse
and a number of other
prototypes came out of this
laboratory approach. In
2004, Michelle Kaufmann,
AIA, LEED AP, launched
her breakthrough Glide-
house exhibition in Menlo
Park, Calif., under the aus-
pices of Sunset magazine.
Twenty-thousand curious
visitors toured the hand-
some building that looked
nothing like preconceived
notions of a manufactured
house. The same bonanza
year brought Toby Long’s
NowHouse and Charlie
Lazor’s FlatPak prototype.

Mark Robert Halper

In 2006, Kappe joined the
fray and, with Steve Glenn
of LivingHomes, built the
first LEED Platinum house
in the country—a modern
modular in Santa Monica.

Heady times, indeed.
Maybe, we were all start-
ing to think, the time had
finally come for factory-built
housing. Then, in 2007, the
bottom fell out of the market
for any kind of housing.

Five years later, we're still
awaiting a housing recovery
and delivery on the promise
of prefab. Is it DOA, or just

a dream deferred? Senior
editor Meghan Drueding ex-
amines the body of evidence,
beginning on page 29. ra

Comments? Email:
cconroy @hanleywood.com.

www.residentialarchitect.com




home front

news from the leading edge of residential design.

big apple prefab

Peter Gluck and Partners has been
stick-building its own projects for
years. So when the New York—based
architecture firm decided to design
and co-develop a modular, multifam-
ily apartment building in uptown
Manhattan, it already had a sense

of how prefabrication could poten-

tially streamline the process. “We

10 wwwv.résidentialarchitect.com

understand all the inefficiencies

of the stick-built model—all these
issues with coordination and schedul-
ing, physical access, weather,” says
partner Thomas Gluck. “For us, the
appeal of modular is primarily in the
time frame, and also the quality—it’s
easier to control.”

The 28-unit, seven-story project,
slated for groundbreaking in May,
will express its modularity through
its design. A grid of colored panels
and windows makes up the fagade.
Some of the modules cantilever out
from the front elevation, a strategy
that lends texture and emphasizes
the building’s boxy nature.

Each unit will be constructed in
a modular factory in Pennsylvania,
then shipped directly to the site in

the city’s Inwood neighborhood.

(During the time it takes to make the

units, the foundation will be site-
built.) Once the modules are placed,
it will take six to eight weeks to
connect wiring and plumbing across
the units. “The structure is the
modules,” Gluck explains. “It’s not a

superstructure.”—meghan drueding

residential architect / an aia magazine



Renderings: Courtesy Peter Gluck and Partners

Factory-built modules will form both
the structure and the individual units

at this prefab multifamily building
designed by Peter Gluck and Partners.
Located in a dense Manhattan neigh-
borhood, the 28-unit project will require
less staging space (and construction
time) than typical site-built housing.

Portrait: Robert Troup
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— the next files —

ken andrews, archl 1

n architecture instructor Archl1, where he has been a partner
once told Ken Andrews for two years. “We're always looking
he’d never make a good at materials that aren’t standard and
architect because he was using standard materials in different

too close to the construction trades.
So much for that theory. In
2011, AIA Colorado named
Andrews, 37, both its Young
Architect of the Year and its
Instructor of the Year. An-
drews, AIA, credits that suc-
cess largely to his extensive
jobsite experience. I think
I sympathize with people on
the construction site more than most
architects,” he says. “If they say they
can’t build something, I can tell them,
“Yes, you can, and here’s how.™
That nuts-and-bolts interest in
building informs Andrews’ work with

ways,” says Andrews, whose research
at the University of Colorado
School of Architecture and
Planning focuses on innova-
tive building systems. “The
platform frame has been
around for 200 years,” he
notes. “We challenge that as
much as we can.” Discus-
sions with his students also
enrich his practice. “My thinking
about design problems becomes much
more saturated,” he says. “T'm able

to take all these ideas to my drafting
board.”” And he never discourages
former carpenters.—bruce d. snider

Ken Andrews

design in 10 gerunds

ieranTimberlake is known for its award-

winning institutional work, but also for

technologically sophisticated buildings.

Among them is SmartWrap, an experi-

mental pavilion commissioned by the
Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum that’s i
sheathed in a flexible skin printed with organic R :
LEDs and photovoltaics. Another is the ecologically agile Loblolly House on
Maryland’s Eastern Shore, lauded for its clever assembly system.

Like its precisely detailed buildings, the firm’s new book Inquiry (Rizzoli,
$55), by Karl Wallick, AIA, unfolds in layers. The chapter titles distill design
into 10 gerunds—bending, coupling, filtering, inserting, offsetting, outlining,
overlapping, puncturing, reflecting, and tuning—that form a useful (and poetic)
framework for working toward the often contradictory goals of sustainable ar-
chitecture. Each chapter contains project fragments that illustrate the concepts.
An index of 19 projects, arranged chronologically by date, stitches together the
entire presentation. These notions can be figurative, too. Bending, for example,
refers not just to walls or metal but a certain mindset. “There is also a conceptu-
al bending that impels the design process at KieranTimberlake,” Wallick writes.
It’s a way of resolving the multiple forces at work on a project, and “a calculat-
ed attempt to slow down the rush to a singular formal conception. A willingness
to bend yields great strength in architecture.”—cheryl weber, leed ap

1zzol
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A SUB-FLOOR YOU CAN STAND ON - AND BEHIND.

Add value to your builds without spending more or
cutting comers. Pinnacle premium sub-flooring is
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Pinnacle is a National Green Building Standard Green
Approved Product and is produced with chain of custody

certified fiber from sustainably managed forests.
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EcoHome presents the 3
annual EcoHome Design
Awards, honoring the best sustainable
homes for innovative design, green building
features, environmental performance, and
integration with their sites and communities,

Award winners will receive in-depth
editorial coverage in EcoHome (print and
online) in July/August, and will be honored
at the Builder’s Choice dinner in October.

Enter your sustainably built projects
today for the chance to share your work
in the #1 source for green products and
technology—EcoHome.

DEADLINES AND FEES

Entry form and fee due:

March 30, 2012

Complete electronic entry packet due:
April 23, 2012

The fee for each entry is $125

QUESTIONS

Call 208.288.0399 or e-mail
cserlin@hanleywood.com

See website for entry requirements,
eligibility, and judging details.
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SHELTER FROM THE STORM | MOVING FORWARD BY TAKING ROOT

Luis Ibarra keeps a photo of his mother’s childhood home close at
hand—a makeshift shelter perched above a landfill in Nogales, Mexico.
Originally a chicken coop, the structure was amended with materials
salvaged from the landfill. These places, Ibarra says, have instilled in
him an appreciation for resourcefulness, efficiency, simplicity, honesty
of construction—values by which Ibarra and his wife and partner, Te-
resa Rosano, AIA, LEED AP, measure their work. In 1999, they launched
a practice—Tucson, Ariz.-based Ibarra Rosano Design Architects—
that is now among the most recognized names in architecture in the
Southwest.

Our firm launched because of a competition win. Based on
snapshots we took of our remodeled kitchen in our home, we
won a van in a design contest sponsored by a home magazine. We
had no need for a van, but we took it as a sign, quit our jobs, sold
the van, bought computers, and launched into practice.

We come from humble backgrounds. We feel that our back-
grounds have prepared us to look for ways to make the most with
the least—extraordinary spaces from ordinary materials—and
delight in the beauty of simplicity. This is where our design phi-
losophy and ethics originate, in the notion of “simple shelters,”
spaces born out of solving problems very directly, creatively
adapting to circumstance with a pragmatism so absolute that its
products are often appreciated as art. But the work is not about

self-expression; rather, it’s about expressing the problem.

We like to think that what we are making is a piece of a larger
puzzle that in the end could fit no other way. This is how nature
behaves. It follows purposeful patterns, purely and simply, ef-
ficiently and effectively. So we feel that it is through this simple
straightforward approach—where every decision is based on
something important, and every resolution is an answer to a
problem—that timeless design is achieved. Plus our “simple shel-
ters” value system allows us to deliver projects that meet budgets
and maximize the value of resources.

But there is an irony that comes with our success: Prospective
clients might assume we are uninterested in their smaller-scale,
lower-budget projects. But that’s one of the areas in which we
excel. In fact, one thing that has helped us in this slow time has
been our early decision to keep the practice small. We did this
because we wanted to have direct contact with our clients and
their projects.

There was a time when we had a waiting list of clients several
months deep, and we toyed around with the idea of growing and
adding staff, moving our practice off our residential property, and
constructing a new office. Thankfully, we were so busy we never
did anything of the sort. We would be on the street now if we

| had.—As told to Ben Ikenson.
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Preservation pushes Chicago
past uncertain economic times
BYDENNIS RODKIN

WHEN VIRGIN HOTELS NORTH AMERICA ANNOUNCED
this summer that its first project would be in Chicago, reno-
vating the 27-story Old Dearborn Bank Building into a boutique
hotel, the choice seemed inspired to thrill fans of the city’s
highly regarded downtown collection of 19th- and 20th-century
commercial buildings.

“It’s a chance to rebrand or reintroduce a building that a lot
of people hadn’t noticed,” says Charlie Stetson, AIA, lead archi-
tect on the project from the firm Booth Hansen. “It’s really had
background [status], but it deserves to be looked at again.”

Completed in 1928, the Old Dearborn Bank Building has
lovely terra cotta details on its exterior (such as a squirrel

hoarding nuts above the main entry—an impish reference to the
original tenant), a very handsome main-floor staircase, and a
wide, shallow floor plate that almost demands to be made into a
hotel. And that squirrel over the door could take on new mean-
ing after the building has been renovated for its new function:
The developers will have saved both money and natural re-
sources by preserving the structure rather than undertaking new
construction.

Both kinds of efficiency are fueling an increased appreciation
for preservation and renovation projects in Chicago, several local
architects say, and the Windy City’s large inventory of admirable
old buildings provides ample opportunity. “If we’re going to
have any kind of rebirth in building here,” Stetson says, “adap-
tive reuse of our existing building stock is going to lead the way.”

Chicago is particularly well-positioned because it offers
very appealing financial incentives for developers—including
“Class L,” which reduces property tax assessment levels for a
12-year period if an owner spends at least half of the landmark
building’s value on an approved renovation. “Everyone has to
look for savings now,” says Gunny Harboe, FAIA, whose Harboe



Architects has done some of Chicago’s most prominent renova-
tions. “If tax incentives are there to help them get going, they’ll
go where the incentives are.”

But Harboe notes that the money doesn’t pour out of spigots;
it’s tightly controlled to ensure that Chicago’s architectural
treasures are handled well. His firm’s lauded restoration of Louis
Sullivan’s Carson Pirie & Scott Building (aka Sullivan Center)
was helped along by money from a Tax Increment Financing
District made available for restoring a landmark building exterior
that was seen as providing a public benefit. It was a potential
honeypot, but the money came with the stipulation that the
Commission on Chicago Landmarks would retain a high level
of authority over what could be done. The job included restor-
ing Sullivan’s wonderfully ornamented cast iron storefront and
reinstalling an impressive decorative cornice that had been re-
moved long ago—a welcome flourish that, Harboe suggests, was
possible only because of the interconnection of TIF funding with
landmarks oversight.

If we’re going to have any kind of
rebirth inrbuildi_ng here, adaptive
use of our éxisting bpﬁlding stock is
going to lead the way.

Going forward, there are questions as to the commission’s
continuing level of gusto for preservation. After 22 years as
mayor, Richard M. Daley, a devotee of Chicago’s architectural
heritage, retired last spring. His successor, former White House
chief of staff Rahm Emanuel, rejiggered the seats on the commis-
sion so that no architects other than a single landscape architect
currently serve. While that’s not to say the panel will gut
landmark protection, the city’s architects and preservationists
wonder what it bodes for the future.

For at least one pair of Chicago-area homeowners, the choice
to renovate an old building popped up only when their plans to
tear the place down were blocked by local preservationists. In
Glencoe, an affluent North Shore suburb, the mid-century Ancel
House by architect Edward Dart, FAIA, appealed to buyers only
for its large bluff-top lot overlooking Lake Michigan. Paying $5
million for the site in 2006, they planned to replace the low-slung
house with a larger new home and sell off a piece of the lot as a
site for another—until pushback from the community eventually
forced them to reconsider.

That’s when they called in Becker Architects, which hasa
thick portfolio of traditional as well as modern renovations. Rich-
ard Becker, AlA, walked through the home with the couple and,
as he recalls, “helped them appreciate Dart’s expanse of glass on
the lake, and their thinking evolved.”

After devising a way to insert a new attached garage in a
break in the front elevation and extend the horizontal roofline
across an addition, Becker had both client and preservationists
on board. A 2011 winner of a Richard H. Driehaus Foundation
Preservation Award, Ancel House meticulously preserves the
character of the original, while adding new spaces for contem-
porary living.

In a newspaper article about the award, the homeowner
might have been speaking for numerous other old-building
owners who find preservation a judicious choice. “In hindsight,
[ definitely think we did the right thing,” Ellen Muslin told the
Glencoe News. “Whatever the process was, it worked, and we
gained an appreciation for what we had.”
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HOUSE PROUD

ONE OF THE STRONGEST PILLARS OF OUR ECONOMY, NOT TO
mention one of America’s core values, is homeownership.

As a nation, we need to keep a laserlike focus on how we
pursue this dream. If we don’t pay careful attention, we can
easily slip into the kind of market distortions that caused
the housing market to overheat, and then collapse, with
consequences from which we still haven’t recovered. As a
profession and industry, we have to take the long view when it
comes to our clients’ interests as they make what’s likely to be
the most important investment in their future.

What I mean by the “long view” is to access the best data
available to project not only what homeowners need today,
but also what they are likely to need tomorrow. This means
designing flexibility and resiliency into their homes. We know,
for example, the job market will be tough for the next several
years. When the kids graduate, they may be coming back home
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‘before they land a job. Can their parents’ home bunk one, two,

or even three young adults under one roof?

Even if predictions of future job growth are wrong, one
stubborn fact is the graying of our society. Can mom and dad
age in place? Or will they be forced to leave their friends and
neighborhood because the house has become unlivable? This has
implications for a host of issues, ranging from access to public
transportation to the cost of energy: Do we really want to take
away the car keys from the elderly if there’s no other way to
get around? Do we want to force the retired out of their homes
because they can’t afford rising utility bills?

These are matters larger than the curb appeal of what we
build. If we don’t pay attention, you can be sure prospective
homeowners will increasingly take them into consideration,
knowing they’re more likely than their parents to live in one
place for a long time.

Keeping on top of a market in flux and advocating on behalf
of those who do residential work are two of the many reasons the
AIA created the Custom Residential Architects Network (CRAN).
The goal is pretty straightforward: to be an indispensable re-
source in leveraging the hou