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PREFACE 
 
 
It is not surprising, despite the fact that architecture was a male-dominated profession, that 
Natalie de Blois set her sights on becoming an architect early on. Surrounded by the talk and 
tools of the trade, she continues an unbroken chain of three generations of Griffin family 
achievements and interest in building. De Blois was headed for MIT but was diverted by the 
Depression to Columbia University, where she studied architecture. After graduation, de 
Blois began her fifty-year career in architecture in 1944 at the office of Skidmore Owings and 
Merrill, New York. It was in that office, under the wing of Gordon Bunshaft, that de Blois 
blossomed. She worked with Bunshaft on important and challenging projects and her 
pleasure in that she thought was reward enough. However, as one of the few women in 
architecture at that time, she suffered the slights and indifference to which women were 
often subjected. But in the years that followed, de Blois was both witness and participant in 
efforts to brought about a change in attitude toward women. After seventeen years in the 
New York office, for both personal and professional reasons, de Blois accepted a job with 
SOM in Chicago where she stayed for twelve years. Her recollections are important, not 
only for a woman’s view of how she managed in a male-dominated profession but also for 
recollections of the early history and personalities of the prestigious architectural firm 
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill. 
  
The early 1970s brought worldwide unrest and change and de Blois became active in the 
women's movement, which led her to teach and help younger women break into 
architecture. It is our hope that de Blois’s recollections and perceptions will shed light on 
what it was like to be a woman in a man’s profession at a critical and fluid time in 
architecture.  
 
I met with Natalie de Blois in her home in West Hartford, Connecticut, on March 12, 13, 14, 
and 15, 2002, to record her oral history on six ninety-minute audio-tapes. Sitting in de Blois’s 
home, surrounded by fifty years of photographs, letters, articles, and memorabilia, 
reinforces her authority and made the memories she speaks about come alive. The 
transcription has been minimally edited to maintain the spirit, tone and flow of de Blois's 
original narrative and reviewed by both Natalie and me. Selected references that I found 
useful in preparing this interview are appended. This oral history is available for study in 
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the Ryerson and Burnham Libraries at The Art Institute of Chicago, as well as on The Art 
Institute of Chicago’s website, www.artic.edu. 
 
Thanks are due to several people in the process of bringing this oral history to completion. 
Most importantly, I am grateful to Natalie for her cooperation to commit the time we 
needed to record her oral history and to candidly share with me her memories of days and 
people long past. Special thanks go to the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the 
Fine Arts for funding this oral history. We are grateful to Denise Rohlfs and Susan Perry for 
their careful transcription of the audio tapes. And I am indebted to my associate Annemarie 
van Roessel for her usual care and skill in supervising the transcription and in shaping the 
final form of this document for print and electronic publication. 
 
Betty Blum 
April 2004 
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Natalie de Blois 
 
 
Blum: Today is March 12, 2002, and I’m with Natalie de Blois in her home in West 

Hartford, Connecticut. We’re here to record, in Natalie’s own words, highlights 
of her remarkable forty-plus years career in architecture. 

 
de Blois: Actually, it’s closer to fifty. 
 
Blum: Okay. Much of her long career has passed without the recognition it was due. 

This oral history is intended to shed light on what is not yet public information, 
fill gaps in the historical record, and set the record straight. Natalie’s 
recollections will come as no surprise to some. For example, in Nat Owings's 
book, which he wrote in 1973, he said: “Natalie de Blois. Long, lean, quizzical, 
she seemed fit to handle all comers. Handsome, her dark, straight eyes invite no 
nonsense. Her mind and hands work marvels in design—and only she and God 
would ever know just how many great solutions, with the imprimatur of one of 
the male heroes of SOM, owed much more to her than was attributed either by 
SOM or the client.” Who were the clients who never knew? What were the 
marvels in design, these great solutions that she innovated? Who were the male 
heroes who took credit for Natalie’s work as their own? These are some of the 
issues we hope to explore in order to understand better what it’s like for a 
woman to survive and succeed in a predominantly male profession, while also 
shouldering the demanding responsibilities of a wife and mother. Natalie, you 
were born in Paterson, New Jersey, in 1921, the daughter of a civil engineer. Did 
your dad inspire you to go into architecture? 

 
de Blois: Well, he certainly encouraged it. For many years he encouraged me. I think it 

was because I came from a large family—there were five children, four were 
girls, and a single male child who did not study engineering. I told him I wanted 
to be an architect from the age of ten or twelve years and he always encouraged 
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me to do that. I think mostly because he was an engineer, his father was an 
engineer, and his grandfathers were engineers. 

 
Blum: What a legacy to uphold. 
 
de Blois: They were inventors of machinery that advanced the development of Portland 

cement here in America. They invented the Griffin Mills that were patented in 
the United States and are used even today, I think. 

 
Blum: So your dad, as well as circumstances within your family, influenced you. 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. Certainly. 
 
Blum: You said that you wanted to be an architect when you were ten or twelve years 

old. How did you know at ten or twelve? 
 
de Blois: How did I know? I don’t know. You see, my father, being an engineer, had 

engineering tools, pencils, and scales, and proportional dividers, and different 
kinds of equipment around that I was familiar with. Drawing was something 
that I liked to do and so I’m sure it had a great deal to do with him possibly 
putting it in my head. But also I liked buildings, and houses, and plans. In junior 
high, girls studied sewing and cooking, while boys took shop or mechanical 
drawing. My father went to the principal and insisted that I be allowed to take 
mechanical drawing. And so I did, with all the boys. 

 
Blum: Were there any construction sites or buildings that you remember seeing as a 

child? 
 
de Blois: I was brought up in the suburbs, in Ridgewood, New Jersey, as Natalie Griffin. 

One of the first times that I really saw and appreciated architecture and what it 
did was when I saw a tenement exhibit that was in New York in 1937. The 
exhibition was a church conference on slum clearance that had constructed a 
tenement inside of St. John the Divine cathedral. My Sunday School teacher took 
my class to New York. I think I only went to New York two or three times as a 
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child, so that I wasn’t familiar with New York City at all. But I went and saw this 
exhibit and was impressed by the whole field of housing. 

 
Blum: What impressed you so much? Was it the juxtaposition or…? 
 
de Blois: Well, it was the experience of going through this space and realizing that people 

lived there. 
 
Blum: Did you get a look inside the building in this exhibition? 
 
de Blois: Yes. You could go in the door and up the stairs, all the way up. There were two 

or three levels. You could walk through this apartment and you looked at the 
tiny little hall toilet hole that they had. It just struck me that my interest in 
architecture broadened seeing that exhibition. 

 
Blum: And this was your religious school teacher that brought you there? 
 
de Blois: Yes, we went to church, but not my father. We were brought up as a religious 

family. 
 
Blum: You must have been, what did you say, about ten, twelve years old at the time? 
 
de Blois: No, I was older then when I saw the exhibit. I saw the exhibit when I was 

probably fourteen or fifteen. 
 
Blum: Fourteen or fifteen, so it was 1935 or so. 
 
de Blois: Yes, and then the second experience I had with buildings was when I went to the 

1939 World’s Fair. 
 
Blum: What was remarkable about that fair that impressed you? 
 
de Blois: My memory isn’t that great, but I saw modern buildings. My father was, as I 

said, a civil engineer and he worked on the construction of the French pavilion at 
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the fair. He was working on it for James Stewart, Contractors and he talked about 
the fair a lot. He came home and talked French to us. 

 
Blum: Your dad spoke French? 
 
de Blois: No, he didn’t speak French but he just… 
 
Blum: He mimicked? 
 
de Blois: Yes. He played around with it. So I was impressed with that. And then—I can’t 

remember the circumstances—I did go to the fair. I saw all those modern 
buildings and that impressed me enormously. 

 
Blum: Am I correct to understand that Gordon had designed something at the fair? 
 
de Blois: The Venezuelan building. Well, Skidmore did a lot of buildings. I just read it this 

morning in Bunshaft's oral history. I can’t remember it exactly, but I think Louis 
Skidmore was on a board, and it was a board of architectural advisors for that 
affair. I think Skidmore did seventeen of the buildings. And at that point, the 
board fired Skidmore because they thought he was interviewing all these people 
who wanted to do buildings, and he was taking all the jobs. But in the meantime, 
they got commissions to do something like seventeen buildings. And in his oral 
history, Gordon said the only decent building that they did was the Venezuelan 
building. 

 
Blum: That he designed? 
 
de Blois: That he designed. I can’t remember what it looked like but there were some 

interesting Scandinavian modern buildings. The theme building was the Trylon 
and the Perisphere that Wally Harrison designed. That was when Wally 
Harrison was with André Fouilhoux. So that impressed me. But I really had very 
little experience with either New York City or large buildings, or even 
construction. We used to play in every house that was being built in the 
neighborhood. We climbed all over these unfinished buildings. 
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Blum: You were just hugging them then. But I suppose right from the go, you were 

surrounded by all of your father’s interests, his tools, his work. So, it took hold 
with you, but apparently not with your brother. 

 
de Blois: Well, my brother was older, it was during the Depression, no one had any 

money. These were all just dreams but we all did go to college. My brother got a 
scholarship to a business school, my older sister got a scholarship to Vassar. We 
all worked, we always worked, from babysitting on—all through life. The work 
ethic was very important. My mother was a schoolteacher, she had an education 
as a schoolteacher. And even as our family was growing, she used to substitute 
at the school when there was a teacher who couldn’t make it. 

 
Blum: Well, and by 1939 it was already really a firm idea of yours to be an architect. Is 

that correct? 
 
de Blois: When I graduated it was a firm idea, but it was still just a dream, sort of. 
 
Blum: Well, 1939 was the year—correct me if my information is off—you went to the 

Western College for Women in Oxford, Ohio. 
 
de Blois: Yes, I went there because I could get a scholarship. My father wanted me to go to 

MIT—he went to MIT. Of course, he had no idea where the money was going to 
come from. But at that time America was getting involved in the war and he had 
a construction job. 

 
Blum: What was the outcome of his wish that you go to MIT? 
 
de Blois: To go to MIT or Columbia, you had to have two years of undergraduate college 

before you could enter into the professional school. What happened was I went 
off to Western College for Women, and my father, who was exploring this whole 
business, found out that Columbia had changed their requirements because of 
the war. Well, I’m not quite sure whether it was because of the war, but they 
changed their requirements so that you only needed one year of college credit to 
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enter into architectural school. So, while I was at school out in Ohio, my father 
entered me in the Columbia school of architecture for the next year. So, another 
place where he was pushing… 

 
Blum: He wanted someone to follow in his footsteps, and you were his heir elected, it 

seems. 
 
de Blois: Yes, I think so. 
 
Blum: Was the Western College for Women a liberal arts school? 
 
de Blois: It was a small liberal arts college, just outside of Cincinnati, and it’s the same 

town where Miami University of Oxford is. It was in the same town, and actually 
it has since been acquired by Miami University. I got away from Ridgewood, 
New Jersey. I was fascinated with my art classes, and dancing, modern dancing, 
and I took Latin and lots of interesting things. When I came back for the summer 
vacation, I realized I was going to enter Columbia the next year. I forget what I 
did that summer, but I’m sure I was working someplace. 

 
Blum: Did you go to Western College for Women on scholarship? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I was able to get a scholarship and that’s why that school was selected. 
 
Blum: I see. And at Columbia did you pay your way? 
 
de Blois: A family friend helped to pay my tuition and I worked. I always worked.  
 
Blum: Columbia was not on scholarship. 
 
de Blois: I don’t know whether I got any scholarship money or not. I may have, after the 

first year. I don’t think I did the first year. I showed you a picture of my class—-
there were eighteen people in that picture. Most of them were men, but the 
interesting thing that you pointed out, there were five women. The reason they 
were accepting women was because of the draft, and the fact that we were just 
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on the verge of declaring war. Roosevelt was interested prior to those days to 
help the European effort against the Germans. So, it was an eventful year. 

 
Blum: So, when you got to Columbia, what did you find? What was their system of 

teaching? 
 
de Blois: They were not Beaux-Arts. Most of the schools—-big universities at that time—-

Illinois and places like that were Beaux-Arts schools. They took part in projects 
that were given in other universities. Columbia wasn’t a Beaux-Arts school, it 
wasn’t tied to the Beaux-Arts system at all. Of course, a lot of the professors came 
out of the Beaux-Arts. We took a survey course in math, descriptive geometry 
and statistics as well as an introduction to design and history. There were yearly 
courses in materials and methods of construction. And we always had painting 
and sculpture in the art school.  

 
Blum: Was it more engineering than design? 
 
de Blois: No, not really because understanding structure and materials was the basic 

system of teaching design. 
 
Blum: What was the balance between the two? 
 
de Blois: I would say that it was half and half. One of the interesting courses that I always 

remember was strength of material Professor Lally—L-A-L-L-Y. Professor Lally. 
Mr. Lally was the professor in the engineering school. Now, do you know who 
Mr. Lally was? 

 
Blum: Did he invent something? 
 
de Blois: Yes, he invented the Lally column. He taught us strength of materials, but we 

took that course over in the engineering facilities, because they had equipment to 
test concrete and test steel. Our first year design teacher was Donald Fletcher. He 
was a very lovely man. 
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Blum: How did he approach the problems? 
 
de Blois: How did he approach design problems? You did what you wanted to do, based 

on your interpretation and understanding of a program, and he looked at it and 
criticized it. Or it was reviewed by our peers. There were simple little projects in 
the first year, like a gazebo. Then they were hung up and juried by the other 
students. It was a very small class, by comparison with my experience at the 
University of Texas, which was in 1980 until 1993. I had a theory course also with 
Talbot Hamlin. Columbia has a wonderful library at Avery Hall. The whole 
library was open when we went there, so we just spent hours in that library 
looking at these fabulous books they have, which were all made available to us. 
It was a very wonderful experience. 

 
Blum: Talbot Hamlin was a historian. 
 
de Blois: He was a historian. He wrote history books, which I never read. 
 
Blum: How did he treat twentieth-century architecture? Did he include the Bauhaus, 

which was very a new approach at the time? 
 
de Blois: I’m sure he did, the Bauhaus was included in our other history classes with 

Leopold Arnaud. I didn’t learn much about the Bauhaus and Mies van der Rohe 
until I went to Chicago. There I was just inundated with Mies van der Rohe. 

 
Blum: Of course. Well, he was Chicago’s big star for so many years. Shall I assume that 

Corbusier’s Towards a New Architecture was one of your texts in school? 
 
de Blois: Interesting, I understand Gordon said he never read architectural books; I never 

read architectural books. I looked at pictures. 
 
Blum: Did you have any required texts for school? 
 
de Blois: Oh yes, but they were technical books. The pictures I looked at were in 

Corbusier’s Towards a New Architecture and Alfred Roth’s The New Architecture. 
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Mr. Hamlin was a little bit over my head, I’m afraid. I took several courses at 
Columbia that were over my head. We had to take electives in those years and I 
thought I was interested in philosophy. I took a lecture course with John Dewey 
that was interesting. And then there was another man, a philosopher named 
Whitehead who taught there. I took a course with him and these were really over 
my head. It was more than I could cope with.  

 
Blum: About the time you were in school, Giedion’s book was published. Did that ever 

make its way into your reading list? 
 
de Blois: That was followed closely in Leopold Arnaud’s history slide course. The only 

problem was, he turned off the lights in the classroom and I’d fall asleep. I 
always had a problem when somebody turned out the lights. 

 
Blum: So, you missed that lecture? 
 
de Blois: Yes. But he did—-he basically used Giedion’s book. Yes, Giedion was a very 

important book. We also used Sir Banister Fletcher, of course, for the ancient 
history. The dean went through the whole history of architecture with slides. 

 
Blum: Throughout your four years at Columbia, did you find that in spite of your small 

class, and that a third of the class were women, did you find that the 
professors—-across the board—-were as encouraging for women as they were 
for men? What was the attitude? 

 
de Blois: I didn’t think that I was being discriminated against. All of these people were 

very, encouraging. I didn’t feel one way or the other, with the exception perhaps 
of Leopold Arnaud, and that’s because he was sort of pompous. 

 
Blum: But was there anything specific that would bring you to say, “Oh, he preferred 

men” or, “He gave men the edge over the women in the class.” 
 
de Blois: No, I wouldn’t say that at all. I was a little bit rambunctious, I guess. 
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Blum: What do you mean? 
 
de Blois: Well, I don’t know—I was just having a good time. I enjoyed my work 

immensely. 
 
Blum: In the design classes, what were the preferred methods? Drawing, collage, 

models… 
 
de Blois: Most drawing was done in pencil and perspectives included watercolor washes. 

We didn’t do models and we didn’t do collages. We had a rendering class that 
actually did ink drawings, where you had to lay on layers and layers of ink 
washes. And we did Greek and Roman columns. It was very much like the 
Beaux-Arts. But in design class we did a lot of sketching. We learned how to lay 
out perspectives, we did plans, sections and elevations, basic drawings. We did 
not do models. I never learned about models until years later. It was Eero 
Saarinen who taught me about models. When I worked on Lincoln Center in 
1960, we set up an office—-Skidmore set up an office with Skidmore, Wally 
Harrison, Eero Saarinen, Philip Johnson and Max Abramowitz. We met in Wally 
Harrison’s office in Radio City. Each one of those architects selected one person 
as his representative and worker. I worked for Gordon. And I never forget how 
the first thing that Saarinen and his assistant did was models. I mean, they 
started from scratch with models. 

 
Blum: And that was a new method for you? 
 
de Blois: Yes. It’s true, Skidmore used professional models after drawings had been made. 

We did models, but we did model drawings and then a model maker would 
make a finished product.  

 
Blum: What do you mean, model drawings? 
 
de Blois: Model drawings at the scale of the desired model size were made. In other 

words, if the model was going to be eighteen inches tall, we made drawings at 
that scale, then the model maker could proceed.  
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Blum: You didn’t actually construct the model. 
 
de Blois: That’s right, we did not construct the models. Saarinen used that buff 

construction paper, and he did it himself—-worked with it himself. It’s kind of 
like a stage of developing drawings that’s before you do the plan, section and 
elevation. Now they do computer models. It’s a whole progression. There are 
people now who do computer drawings who don’t know how to draw. Or on the 
other hand, we didn’t have that third dimension of walking around or through a 
building that you have with a computer. 

 
Blum: The virtual tour? 
 
de Blois: Yes. At school we had required projects with program with so many weeks to do 

it. Then every Saturday we had to do sketch problems. The sketch problems were 
like the old Beaux-Arts thing, where you had to come up with an esquisse, and 
develop a project in one day. That’s why drawing was so important—-color and 
presentation that you could do quickly, between 9:00 am and 6:00 pm. 

 
Blum: So, in practice, if not in fact, you were really sort of following the Beaux-Arts 

methods without being judged by the official Beaux-Arts committees. Is that 
accurate? 

 
de Blois: Yes, the format is really universal for problem solving. 
 
Blum: Did you have to present your own thesis for graduation? 
 
de Blois: Yes I did. I had to do a thesis. 
 
Blum: What was it? 
 
de Blois: It was a community center for Ridgewood, New Jersey. 
 
Blum: Which is where you lived as a child. 
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de Blois: Where I was raised. It was located downtown next to a park. I selected a site and 

developed the program. It was a city hall and a community building. I’ve never 
seen the drawings since, they may be at Columbia, but they were probably 
thrown out. Our drawings were kept by the school. It was kind of a boring lot of 
work, a lot of drawing, elevations and structural plans and framing plans, and 
everything. 

 
Blum: Well, it’s interesting that you selected a real site in a real community, to do a real 

building. 
 
de Blois: That’s what we all did. 
 
Blum: What were the ground rules? 
 
de Blois: The ground rules were the program, the buildings and presentation 

requirements. We were much more practical-minded than they are in most 
architectural schools these days. What I discovered at the University of Texas 
when I went there in 1980 and started teaching, was that students were given 
projects where they could dream up the site, and they could dream up the 
program. They thought nothing of adding two- or three-thousand square feet for 
something they thought ought to be in the building. It was entirely different than 
the approach I used at Texas and also what I knew from experience. 

 
Blum: Well, I’ve heard architects say that anything you can imagine you can build these 

days. Perhaps your students were working off this premise. 
 
de Blois: Yes, that’s true. I don’t think that means architectural education works off this 

premise. Students at Texas didn’t have any drawing classes, they didn’t take life 
drawing, they didn’t take sculpture. They had no technical building—they didn’t 
understand steel construction. I taught there for thirteen years, 1980 to 1993. The 
students knew very little about mechanical systems and very little about 
structure itself. Supposedly they were learning these things in their design 
classes. 
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Blum: Well, it must have struck you as such a big difference from what you had 

experienced as a student, and what they were experiencing as students. 
 
de Blois: No, what I experienced as an architect, after thirty-six years of practice in 1980 

building buildings. So, it was really a shock. 
 
Blum: When you were nearing graduation, or even before when you were in school, 

you said you worked. Did you have a part-time job, a summer job? 
 
de Blois: I had summer jobs, and part-time jobs, and all kinds of jobs. 
 
Blum: Was there one that you remember as being especially interesting? 
 
de Blois: During 1940 and 1941 I taught drafting to all kinds of people who would come to 

Columbia to learn how to draw, so they could work for the airplane factories, 
such as Bendix. 

 
Blum: So you were a teaching assistant in drafting. 
 
de Blois: Yes, that’s right. In summer 1941, I worked for the Babcock and Wilcox 

Company, a steam boiler company. I left to go back to finish my architectural 
studies. 

 
Blum: Was that a summer job? 
 
de Blois: That was a summer job, yes. 
 
Blum: And what did you do—at a boiler company? 
 
de Blois: I made drawings of boilers for Babcock and Wilcox who had contracts with the 

Russian Navy. There were lots of standards and the engineers designed the 
equipment and selected the number and configuration of tubes, and the different 
equipment that had to go with it, and we did the drawings. 
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Blum: So you worked in the capacity of a draftsperson. 
 
de Blois: Yes. It was called the proposition department—they were making proposals for 

different projects. That was fascinating, I loved it. I lived at home in Ridgewood, 
New Jersey and I took the train into New York. Their offices were in the Singer 
Sewing Machine building in lower Manhattan. That was very exciting to work in 
downtown New York. And of course, after having my year of architectural 
studies, things started to evolve. You look at things in a different way. Another 
job I had was for Frederick Kiesler who was on the staff of the school of 
architecture in 1941 and 1942. 

 
[Tape 1: Side 2] 
 
de Blois: He hired me to make drawings of the display fixtures he had designed and 

installed at Peggy Guggenheim’s gallery. The gallery, “Art of This Century,” was 
on 57th Street, opened October 20, 1942. I was doing this work for him after the 
show had actually opened. During the school year I was making drawings of his 
universal chair, that was used to exhibit the artwork. 

 
Blum: You say you were drawing his universal chair? 
 
de Blois: Yes. The chair was one of the basic elements of that exhibit. This chair was a 

chair, but it was also used to display drawings. And it could be turned upside-
down, and you could put sculpture up on top of it. So that is why I say 
universal—it had three big loops, and it could be turned around upside-down. 

 
Blum: It did everything but the laundry, it seems. 
 
de Blois: That’s right. It was a display scheme.  
 
Blum: So he hired you when he was a professor at the school.  
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de Blois: Yes. He took me to the Guggenheim “Art of This Century” gallery and showed 
me the chair. The chair display was already built and I think already in use. But 
he wanted somebody to draw a picture of it; he couldn’t draw a picture of it. He 
was able to get it built, and to tell people how it was to be built, but he didn’t 
know how to draw it.  

 
Blum: Well, it sounds pretty complex anyway. 
 
de Blois: It was very simple actually. He wanted a record of what was made. I understood 

he was a theater set designer and this was Surrealistic art. That was why Peggy 
Guggenheim hired him, because she was showing modern Surrealistic art. It was 
an interesting working experience for me. He had come from Austria and he 
didn’t speak very good English. He was a very small man, but quite an assuming 
fellow. I didn’t know anything about Peggy Guggenheim at that time or modern 
art. I hadn’t been exposed to any of this. I remember one day as Mr. Kiesler 
walked me to the subway in the Village, he stopped and talked to somebody 
who was Marcel Duchamp. Then he introduced me to him, and afterwards he 
said, “He’s the man who painted Nude Descending the Stairs."  

 
Blum: It was in the Armory Show. 
 
de Blois: And it was the most important picture of the show. 
 
Blum: Did you know it when you met him? 
 
de Blois: No. That was the first time I ever heard of it. 
 
Blum: So you were experiencing a lot of different exposures. 
 
de Blois: Yes. I was learning all about the wide world. 
 
Blum: When you were nearing graduation, what expectations did you have for a career 

when you got out in the world? 
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de Blois: Well, I have never been one of those people with set goals. I knew I was going to 
graduate and I expected to get a job. I didn’t sit around dreaming about that. 

 
Blum: You had been in school during the time when the war was fought. By time you 

were ready to graduate, the war was really almost at an end. 
 
de Blois: It was still going on, mostly in the South Pacific. The armistice was in 1945.  
 
Blum: Other architects have talked about this time in their life as one of great 

expectation, of wanting to rebuild the world that had been destroyed. They had 
seen all these terrible things in Europe and elsewhere, and they just wanted the 
war to be over and to build a better world. Being architects, they were in a 
position to help rebuild it. Did you have any aspirations like that? 

 
de Blois: No, I didn’t have any grand ideas about rebuilding the world. 
 
Blum: If you could have, towards the end of your college years, if you could have 

designed a building, any building, anywhere, these imaginary things, what 
would your preference have been? Would it have been for a contemporary 
building? Would it have been for a building in the vocabulary of a historical 
style?  

 
de Blois: No, it would have been a contemporary building. I didn’t think I was doing great 

architectural design, I was just working hard and learning as much as I could. 
 
Blum: During your time at Columbia? 
 
de Blois: By that time I was living in New York with some other girls. We had an 

apartment and that made it possible to work late at night. This was in during my 
thesis project. There was another woman I remember, Elizabeth Hurd, she’d 
always had a hard time doing her projects, because she could never decide how 
she wanted to design it. She was always thinking conceptually about it—I should 
do this, or I should do that, or something like that, but I just plowed ahead. 

 



 
 

17 
 
 

Blum: You made your decisions quickly? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I made my decisions quickly and went on from there. So to answer your 

question about my approach to design—I was only interested in modern 
architecture. When I graduated I got two awards for the excellence in building 
construction and general excellence and progress.  

 
Blum: Was it a surprise that a woman would know a lot about construction and take an 

award for it?  
 
de Blois: I don’t know if anybody was surprised about it or not. It didn’t surprise me. I 

mean, nobody talked about it. I didn’t understand discrimination… 
 
Blum: Was it unusual for a woman to excel? 
 
de Blois: Yes, that was unusual. My father had made it clear to me that architecture was a 

profession where there were very few women. 
 
Blum: Oh, he did? 
 
de Blois: Yes. He cut out an article in the New York Times that gave statistics on women in 

architecture but they had no effect on me. 
 
Blum: Did he show you that article, do you think, in a way to sort of prepare you, or to 

fortify you in some way or to prove to you how unusual your interests were? 
 
de Blois: I think it was because he wanted me to be informed. It didn’t faze me at all. I had 

other things to worry about, and I wasn’t going to worry about it ahead of time 
because I knew, well, I’d done it. I‘d done this and I’d done that, and I won’t 
worry, that it’ll come. 

 
Blum: But were you prepared to deal with it? 
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de Blois: Yes, it was a process of learning. When I graduated from Columbia, I didn’t have 
to go out and look for a job, because Morris Ketchum, who was a Columbia 
graduate, was asking for help. He went to the school, the same as Kiesler, you 
know, he went to the office and he asked for somebody and the school sent me. 

 
Blum: Who in the school recommended you, do you know? 
 
de Blois: Well, it probably was Leopold Arnaud. It was he or his secretary. But it was the 

school, it was Mr. Smith and Mr. Hayes, people like that who recommended me. 
And so all I did was go down to Morris Ketchum’s office. He rented space from 
Wally Harrison in the International building at Radio City. So I went down there 
and he hired me. He had an office about ten-by-fifteen feet, and he worked at one 
end of it, the inside end, and we were on the window end. There was just one 
window. 

 
Blum: It doesn’t sound like a very elaborate office. 
 
de Blois: No. It was not. He had a partner named Frank Gina, but I don’t remember ever 

seeing him. There was room for two or three draftsmen in the space where the 
window was—two on one side and two on the other. That was where I worked 
with a fellow named Stanley Sharpe, who became one of Ketchum’s partners. He 
was a young man who had some health problems He wasn’t in the army. He was 
a nice young man and there were a couple of other people. Our office was 
adjacent to Harrison and Fouilhoux’s office. At that time Yamasaki was in Wally 
Harrison’s office. He taught me how to use chopsticks. I remember we used to go 
out to lunch. So little by little I got to know more about what was going on in the 
architectural world. 

 
Blum: Morris Ketchum’s office, the title of the firm was Ketchum, Sharpe… 
 
de Blois: Ketchum, Gina and Sharpe. 
 
Blum: They had such a tiny little office, as you describe it. What kind of work did they 

do? 
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de Blois: Morris Ketchum had done two spectacular modern shops on Fifth Avenue. One 

was called Lederer’s, and the other was called Ciro’s. They were some of the 
earliest modern architecture that was built in New York City. That was why I 
was so delighted to go to work for Ketchum, because I knew that he did modern 
architecture. There were a few architects then who were doing modern 
architecture. That was important to me. I didn’t want to be doing what we called 
eclectic architecture. Ketchum himself had probably done the shops that were 
very modern under his own name. They had a contract with Kawneer. They 
were window wall fabricators. They made shop fronts built of metal and glass. 
Ketchum’s contract was to design the sections for the metal parts and to design 
prototype shops using the window wall components. So that’s basically what we 
did. We worked all the time, we worked on Saturdays, and Sundays, and 
holidays, and worked nights. We were just tireless. We were designing a whole 
line of window wall components. 

 
Blum: All of which were fairly interchangeable? 
 
de Blois: Yes. The components are all interchangeable. You get them in different lengths to 

fit into different places. After the war there was a lot of interest in renovating and 
modernizing old buildings. They would actually devastate beautiful old 
buildings. 

 
Blum: Oh. Do you mean the modern improvement was not an improvement at all? 
 
de Blois: That’s right, depending on where they were used. When used in new buildings 

they were fine. There were no real building projects, there just weren’t any. 
Stanley Sharpe, Dale Byrd and Joe Boaz worked with me. We just worked all the 
time. At this point, I didn’t feel any discrimination. I started working right after I 
got out of college. I graduated in January 1944. We were sort of an intimate 
group, and we were good friends. One of the fellows, Joe Boaz used to take me 
out dancing to hear Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey—wherever they were 
playing—he was a great jazz fan. So he took me out to all the big hotels that had 
the big name bands. I went out with him quite often. Then Ketchum got more 
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work, and he needed a bigger office. Ketchum, Gina and Sharpe’s space was not 
adequate for expansion, so we moved. He rented the penthouse at 5 East 57th 
Street, there were maybe four of five other people, so maybe eight or ten people 
in all. It was then, after working my butt off for nine months, I got fired. Mr. 
Ketchum asked me to come over to his office and he told me I would have to 
leave. That just came right out of the blue and I couldn’t understand it. He said 
that Joe Boaz was very disturbed with having me work in the office. I didn’t 
respond to his advances, so he had gone to Mr. Ketchum and told him to ask me 
to leave.  

 
Blum: He was the reason that you were asked to leave? 
 
de Blois: Yes, and Mr. Ketchum complied. He wrote me a letter and said due to 

unforeseen—what was the word he used? 
 
Blum: Circumstances beyond his control, or unforeseen circumstances…? 
 
de Blois: Yes. Due to circumstances beyond his control, she has to leave. And he gave me a 

letter, he said, "I’ll call up Louis Skidmore," who's down on the ninth or tenth 
floor," and see if he has a place for you." So he picked up the phone and called up 
Louis Skidmore and said he was going to send somebody down to see him. So, I 
was given my walking papers. 

 
Blum: You’d think that Mr. Boaz would be the one to leave if he was so uncomfortable 

with you around. 
 
de Blois: Wouldn’t you think…? You’d think so today, but not then. This was really the 

first shock, the first shock of what happened in the outside world to women. I 
didn’t realize that things like that happened. I took this first shock—and there 
were many more of them—I took them personally. It was a very personal thing 
to have a man say that I had to leave because I didn’t feel that way about him. So 
anyway, I took the elevator downstairs at 5 East 57th Street. 

 
Blum: You had worked for only less than a year, about nine months? 
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de Blois: Not even a year, yes. I worked there until the end of September. I think my first 

day at Skidmore was October 3rd. 
 
Blum: So you got a rude awakening and you were twenty-three years old or so? 
 
de Blois: Twenty-three years old. Yes. 
 
Blum: So, you went downstairs… 
 
de Blois: And I talked to somebody who was working on the Abraham Lincoln Housing 

project. He asked me could I do Leroy lettering. Leroy lettering is kind of a 
mechanical lettering system. I said yes. 

 
Blum: Could you? 
 
de Blois: No. I’d never done it. But I said yes. I was a little bit distraught at this point. So 

then I started working there doing Leroy lettering. It’s a mechanical device—-it 
has a guide with the letters in it, and you take your pen and ink and do the 
letters. 

 
Blum: Like a stencil or something? 
 
de Blois: Yes. It’s like a stencil. The drawings for the Abraham Lincoln Housing project in 

New York City were on linen in ink. I had learned to use ink at school, but that 
was probably the last time I worked on ink drawings in an office. So I started. 

 
Blum: Who was the person who hired you, do you remember his name? 
 
de Blois: I think his name was Wahl. He was in charge of that project. Skidmore had two 

floors, I think the ninth and tenth floors. It’s a very narrow building and it is still 
there. The adjacent building is about eight floors and our floor had windows on 
the east side, as well as the front and back. Upstairs there was a conference room 
and there was a little interior stair that was built between the two floors, so you 
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could run up and down. Bill Brown and Bob Cutler and Walter Severinghaus 
had offices upstairs. Louis Skidmore had a little office with his secretary way in 
the back. There was a small drafting room upstairs as well as the larger drafting 
room below. We were only about fifteen people in that office at the time. 

 
Blum: Were there other women? 
 
de Blois: There was another woman named Joanna Diman. Joanna Diman worked for 

Scoop Funnell, who was in charge of the civil engineering. They did a lot of civil 
engineering, you know, site planning and things like that. She was a landscape 
architect. 

 
Blum: So you weren’t alone. 
 
de Blois: No, I wasn’t alone. But I remember this man who took me into the drafting room, 

and he said, “Hey Scoop”.  
 
Blum: Scoop was another man? 
 
de Blois: He was the civil engineer. He was Joanna Diman’s boss. The man said, “Scoop, 

how much do you pay your women?” 
 
Blum: How demeaning. So you got another dose of what was out there. 
 
de Blois: Yes, and then I had plenty of doses after that. They came all the time. 
 
Blum: Did you just ignore them? 
 
de Blois: No, I took them personally. 
 
Blum: So you just got hurt and walked away? 
 
de Blois: Yes. I got hurt and went into the ladies room and cried. I was alone, you see. I 

was really alone. I felt like Joanna Diman could defend herself. 
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Blum: How was she faring in this climate?  
 
de Blois: Oh, I think female landscape architects were in a totally different world, more 

like secretaries. They weren’t competition for the male architect. When Gordon 
came back, three years later, he was very fond of Joanna actually. He liked her 
work. But she was a landscape architect, she wasn’t an architect. 

 
Blum: Yes, but she was still a woman. 
 
de Blois: To me, women and men—there wasn’t that much difference. I wasn’t on that 

lettering job very long before Mr. Skidmore had me designing the bathhouses at 
Jones Beach, something he was doing for Robert Moses.  

 
Blum: You’ve said SOM employed fifteen people and you’ve described the physical 

space. Who was in the office when you came? 
  
de Blois: I could tell you the names of the people and also the SOM people chart will tell 

you who was there at that time. There was a small separate group doing the 
housing project drawings. 

 
Blum: The Abraham Lincoln housing? 
 
de Blois: Yes. There was Scoop Funnell and Joanna, there was Louis Skidmore and Bob 

Cutler and Walter Severinghaus and Bill Brown. 
 
Blum: Was Skidmore actively practicing? 
 
de Blois: Yes. I never saw him draw. He trained at the Beaux-Arts and did beautiful 

drawings. He showed me drawings that he did. He had a friend, another friend 
from the Beaux-Arts with him who worked for a while, Carl Landefeld. 

 
Blum: As a designer? 
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de Blois: As a designer, yes. Then he also had a fellow who was later the dean at MIT. Is it 
Anderson? 

 
Blum: Lawrence Anderson. 
 
de Blois: Yes, I think so. Mr. Skidmore had different people working in the office for a 

while. They were not regular employees—they were people that he got to come 
in when he needed them. There was a fellow named Wayne Soverns who 
worked on production drawings for many years, and I worked with him. They 
used structural engineers who had separate offices, Weiskopf and Pickworth, 
and Syska and Hennessey for mechanical engineers. SOM grew as they needed 
people, often combining offices with Wally Harrison. 

 
Blum: You combined offices? 
 
de Blois: Yes, over the years in New York, I often was switched into Wally Harrison’s 

office or a separate office. For a special job they combined for the United Nations 
Headquarters, for the 1964 New York World’s Fair, and Lincoln Center. I worked 
on all these projects. When the United Nations came to New York and before 
their building was built, the first General Assembly was held in the New York 
State building at the site of the 1939 World’s Fair. I worked on the renovation of 
the building; I designed the podium and the viewing boxes for the translators. 
I’ve got sketches right here of some of the design studies I did. I also have the 
New York Times article that shows Harry Truman opening the first session in 
October 1946, standing on the podium. 

 
Blum: In the New York State building that you renovated? 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: That was very heady for a young architect just out of school. 
 
de Blois: Skidmore was a technical advisor to Wally Harrison on the U.N. headquarters. I 

was shipped down there for a while and worked on the studies for the United 



 
 

25 
 
 

Nations site, but I wasn’t there very long. Skidmore had me back working on lots 
of things. This was before Gordon came back. 

 
Blum: Was Gordon still in Europe after the war? 
 
de Blois: Yes. It was about in spring of 1946 that this project started. Louis Skidmore got 

the hotel job in Cincinnati, so he put me on that, and I moved upstairs to the little 
small drafting room. 

 
Blum: This was the Terrace Plaza Hotel job. 
 
de Blois: Yes, the Terrace Plaza. Thomas Emery Sons owned the Netherland Plaza Hotel in 

Cincinnati. They purchased a nearby half-block and made long-term leases with 
two department stores, J.C. Penney and Bond’s men's clothing. The hotel was 
built above these. Skidmore had done a financial analysis that indicated the 
feasibility of a hotel. 

 
Blum: Wasn’t that a new concept in hotel design, not only in Cincinnati, but all over? 
 
de Blois: Yes, but it wasn’t one that was followed any place else. It was new, yes, it was 

different, but it’s like Hancock tower—mixed-use. It was a mixed-use project and 
you’re right, it was innovative as a mixed-use project then. 

 
Blum: You sound skeptical. 
 
de Blois: Well, historically I don’t want to say that there were never mixed-use buildings 

[before]. 
 
Blum: Oh, well the Auditorium, you know, in Chicago. 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, the Auditorium. It was a hotel, you’ve got it right there. 
 
Blum: So the concept wasn’t as innovative as the press has said. 
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de Blois: Has the press said that? 
 
Blum: Oh, yes. 
 
de Blois: Well, they have to say something, you know. 
 
Blum: They called it a “radically new solution.” 
 
de Blois: It was a new solution. I was trying to do a modern building and there were 

production people who wanted to put double-hung windows in it and things 
like that. It was a big struggle to make it as much of a modern building as I 
thought it should be. That building was designed and working drawings 
developed, the structural, the mechanical and all that. I didn’t go to Cincinnati, 
they didn’t take me out on the job to meet the client, but Mr. Skidmore and Bill 
Brown would go. They would call me up from Cincinnati and ask me what to do 
about this and what to do about that. 

 
Blum: Wouldn’t it have been more efficient had you been there? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, sure, but I didn’t think about that. No, it didn’t bother me. He was 

working with me—he had given me the opportunity to be the lead designer. 
 
Blum: Did you have the feeling that Skidmore was really sort of a mentor of yours? Sort 

of pushing you along? Or was it necessity that pushed you along? 
 
de Blois: I didn’t have that feeling with Mr. Skidmore. I was not being pushed by necessity 

but by my interest in architecture. Gordon was more of a mentor, if I had to have 
a mentor. I understand what it is to be a mentor now; I’ve been the mentor for 
many young women architects. I can see being a mentor for the same sex, but I 
was not looking to have a mentor in a man, you know?  

 
Blum: But if the profession at that time was a male-dominated profession, for a woman 

to get ahead, wouldn’t it have helped a lot to have a guy behind her, pushing her 
along? 
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de Blois: Oh, well, yes. That was the reason many women did get ahead. They had 

husbands, and they worked with them. That’s how women got their start in 
architecture. A husband and wife team could succeed. Sarah Harkness and her 
husband in Boston, Judy Edelman, and her husband in New York. Quite a few 
women entered the profession in this way. 

 
Blum: Well, for a moment, let’s just take stock of SOM. When you entered it did you 

know they operated mostly as a team? They didn’t give individual credit, as a 
matter of policy. They didn’t give individual credit to people who worked on 
jobs. SOM was credited. 

 
de Blois: I understand how they worked. I was not concerned. The first publicity for the 

hotel design was in the December, 1946 Architectural Forum. That issue includes 
sketches, done by me, and of course, all the consultants were listed and Mr. 
Skidmore and Bill Brown. The Terrace Plaza was widely published, that’s true, 
but I don’t think my name was ever mentioned. 

 
Blum: I didn’t see it your name in any of the articles. 
 
de Blois: No. But then, I didn’t become an architect to be recognized. 
 
Blum: Oh, I know. But when there was credit to be given, why shouldn’t it be given to 

someone who did the work? 
 
de Blois: I don’t know. In 1948, as the construction for the Terrace Plaza progressed, 

additional interior staff were hired. I think Ben Baldwin was one of those people.  
 
Blum: Was Ben with Skidmore or was he an outside consultant? 
 
de Blois: No, he was with Skidmore. We sat next to each other in the downstairs drafting 

room.  
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[Tape 2: Side 1] 
 
de Blois: John N. Emery, the client, was president of Cincinnati’s Institute of Fine Arts and 

responsible for the use of many art works. Artists were hired to decorate the 
lobby and other public spaces. The lobby of the hotel was reached by taking an 
elevator from the street level up to the eighth floor, over the two department 
stores. The front desk, the dining room, reception, and the bar were on this floor. 
Ben was involved in selecting furniture and working with some of the artists. He 
worked on the bar. 

 
Blum: Who were the artists? 
 
de Blois: The artists were Sandy Calder, Stuart Davis, Joan Miró, and the mural in the 

dining room was done by Saul Steinberg. I didn’t have a lot to do with that. I 
remember a couple of things when the building was first being designed, 
Gordon came into the office one day to visit with Mr. Skidmore, Bill Brown and 
Walter Severinghaus. Bill Brown took Gordon over to my desk and showed him 
the design of the building. 

 
Blum: The Terrace Plaza was what you were working on? 
 
de Blois: Yes. And he made some comment about the fact that I indicated vertical lettering 

on the lower commercial Bond Department Store. He didn’t think much of that, 
but other than that he didn’t say anything. 

 
Blum: Well, it was my understanding that Gordon didn’t come into this project until 

the later stages, after he returned from Europe. 
 
de Blois: That’s right. 
 
Blum: And in the later stages, that was when the artists and all of this was being done. 
 
de Blois: Yes. That’s right, because he was interested in that, of course. I do remember that 

Sandy Calder and Gordon and I had lunch. That was the first time I met Sandy 
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Calder, and I never met Stuart Davis, I don’t think I ever met Steinberg, either. 
But I did meet Miró. He came to New York and hired a studio space at 125th 
Street in Harlem to do his painting. He did the mural for the private dining room 
on the top floor. 

 
Blum: So the painting was done on canvas and applied to the wall? 
 
de Blois: That’s right. And I designed that dining room up on the top floor. You know, Mr. 

Skidmore said, “Well, what do you think about putting a dining room up there 
on the top floor? You think you can fit it in?” So I drew up three or four different 
sketches of different ways he could put it on. He liked this idea of… 

 
Blum: The circle? 
 
de Blois: Yes, he said, ”What about putting a circle up there?” So I drew up a circle. Then 

he took it to Cincinnati and came back and told me they liked the round one. I 
developed the design. I showed you the sketches that I worked out the design. I 
went to Harlem to see the Miró mural, and it was in March 1948 that it was 
finished. 

 
Blum: Miró’s mural. That’s a tongue twister. 
 
de Blois: …and the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) exhibited the mural at the museum 

right next to a sketch I had done of how the work was to be installed in the round 
dining room. So my drawing was exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art with 
Miró's mural and I went in and saw it. 

 
Blum: Did you sign your drawing? 
 
de Blois: No. It wasn’t signed. It was also published in the New York Times. 
 
Blum: And only you knew who did it. 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
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Blum: So that’s what Owings was talking about in his book. Only you and God know. 
 
de Blois: Yes. Me and God. It was very interesting because I was just learning about all of 

these artists. It was at a time when they were available. It was a wonderful thing 
that all that artwork was involved. The other thing that helped a great deal was 
the fact that Mr. Ireland of the Netherland Plaza, a vice-president of Emery 
Brothers, the owners of the building. Endorsed these expenditures. He was the 
Skidmore contact. But I never met the client. 

 
Blum: You mean you never went to client meetings? 
 
de Blois: I never went to client meetings but I did work with all kinds of consultants—

structural, mechanical, and so forth—I remember we had kitchen consultants. 
You don’t design a restaurant, and a kitchen, unless you know who’s going to 
run the restaurant. You just don’t do that, because different restaurateurs have 
very opinionated feelings about their kitchens, depending on their menu and all 
that. So we had numerous meetings with kitchen consultants. I remember one 
day there was a meeting in the conference room upstairs. Walt Severinghaus was 
at that meeting for some reason, and who I detested from that day on, said, 
“Well, we’re going out to lunch, Natalie, and we’re going over to the such-and-
such-a club. You be back here by two o’clock.  

 
Blum: That was a slap in the face. 
 
de Blois: That really hit me, that one. I remember well they all went out to have lunch 

together and didn’t include me. I was supposed to be back and available for 
them at two o’clock, so we could carry on for the rest of the afternoon. 

 
Blum: Did you ever think of making an issue about any of these slights? 
 
de Blois: No, no. That didn’t happen. It hit me personally. 
 
Blum: Well, I suppose it was hard not to take it personally. 
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de Blois: Yes, yes. I remember that one.  
 
Blum: I understand why you do. 
 
de Blois: After that there were many similar occasions. The men’s club deal was 

something that repeated itself over and over in New York, Chicago and San 
Francisco. That was something I had to cope with. What club was it, the Union 
Club? 

 
Blum: The Union League in Chicago? 
 
de Blois: The Union League in Chicago. They had a partners’ luncheon there and I was 

invited to the luncheon. I got in the revolving door and the doorman stood on 
the other side of the revolving door and kept pushing it around so I couldn’t get 
out.  

 
Blum: The doorman? 
 
de Blois: Yes. He wouldn’t even let me in the door.  
 
Blum: And that was later. 
 
de Blois: That was quite a lot later. And then there was that other club—I may have them 

mixed up—just south of the post office. Is that the Union League?  
 
Blum: Yes, that’s the Union League. The Chicago Club is on Michigan Avenue. That 

was another men’s club. The Chicago Club is the one that Bruce liked. 
 
de Blois: Well, I don’t know but I remember the one where they had a women’s dining 

room and you had to enter through the women’s entrance. 
 
Blum: Well, now the University Club had that, too. 
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de Blois: There was a place you could get in, and then I would go to meetings upstairs. 
They would whisk me upstairs in the elevator. 

 
Blum: Was that the state of clubs at the time, or was that the way the clubs were used 

by the men you worked with? 
 
de Blois: That was the way the clubs were used. There weren’t that many men trying to 

get women into meetings. They’d take a woman to lunch but they wouldn’t want 
to take them to a men’s club. There were places, like the one that’s over on the 
Chicago River. I remember going there for private meetings. They’d have a fit if 
you would try to walk out the front door, you know, they really did. They’d 
come up and tell you, “Oh, you can’t go out that door.” I just walked out. I just 
ignored them. By that time, I guess I was getting immune to these sort of things. 
But the same thing happened in New York, as I said, way back from those 
Terrace Plaza days, that was 1946 and 1947. Yes, it was part of the times. 

 
Blum: But it was also that you were really competing in a male-dominated profession. 
 
de Blois: Well, yes. But at that time it was still the war years. That’s how I really got those 

jobs, literally because of the war. 
 
Blum: The Terrace Plaza was started before the war was over. 
 
de Blois: Yes, but it wasn’t completed until 1948. 
 
Blum: I was mistaken when I said I did not see your name listed on any of the credits 

for the Terrace Plaza. In fact, I see it now. Your title was “Basic Design 
Coordinator.” 

 
de Blois: Oh really? 
 
Blum: So, you were credited in one case. I didn’t realize it. Other names that have come 

up in connection with the furnishings of the Terrace Plaza are Jane Kidder… 
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de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: Was she an SOM person or an outside consultant? 
 
de Blois: I can’t tell you that, I don’t remember. There was a woman named Hoffzimer 

who worked for me, who was working on the interiors. There was Ward Bennett 
who, I’m not sure he worked for Skidmore, I think he worked for Ben. 

 
Blum: Ben Baldwin? 
 
de Blois: Ben Baldwin. Jane Kidder, I remember her name. What does it say she did? 
 
Blum: It just says she was connected to the team that did the interiors. Another name is 

Klaus Graber? 
 
de Blois: Klaus Grabe, I remember him well. He was in the office at the time just for a 

short while. He was a German who had gone to Mexico during the war. 
 
Blum: Just to get out of Europe? 
 
de Blois: Yes. Like so many. That’s why Kiesler, and all those others came to the United 

States. That’s why “Art in Our Time” exhibition was in New York City. 
 
Blum: Another name was Davis Allen. 
 
de Blois: I don’t remember Davis Allen on the Terrace Plaza. I think I first worked with 

him on the Istanbul Hilton. Does it say? 
 
Blum: It said on the interiors team. By interiors they mean everything: the china, the 

monogram on the plates, the fabrics, the uniforms, the menus. down to the last 
ashtray. 

 
de Blois: Well, it was Phyllis Hoffzimer who did most of this work. Jane Kidder must have 

been there, but I can’t remember whether she worked for us or not. 
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Blum: One of the things that was reported to be new was an ice skating rink in the hotel 

retail complex. 
 
de Blois: The ice skating rink was on the lobby floor, it was outside of the bar. The hotel 

was set back, on the department store base. 
 
Blum: So there were terraces? 
 
de Blois: Yes, one on the lobby floor and one at the top of the hotel rooms, reached from 

the round dining room. 
 
Blum: Well, innovative features like that. And then there were motor-driven beds in the 

rooms, which were unusual. Maybe this is what contributed to the perception 
that the Terrace Plaza was a “radically new solution.”  

 
de Blois: It was one of the first hotels built since the 1920s. I worked on many hotels, the 

Terrace Plaza and then the Hilton hotel in Istanbul. Those are the two that got 
built. The others weren’t built but we did studies for a London Hilton and in 
Madrid and one in Rome. I thought I might like to work just as a hotel consultant 
for Hilton because I became very familiar with the design problems of hotels. At 
the Terrace Plaza—you were talking about the beds—we had a mock-up of the 
hotel room. 

 
Blum: At full scale? 
 
de Blois: A full scale mock-up, yes, at the hotel across the street from the Plaza. It fit 

within a large hotel room. The mock-up included a bed, and everything in the 
room and bath. We studied how they would make the beds up, and how the new 
rooms would be used. I remember going there with Mr. Skidmore one day and 
reviewing what was going on so that he could present it to the client. 

 
Blum: Was using a full-scale mock-up unusual, or was that standard procedure? 
 



 
 

35 
 
 

de Blois: Nothing was standard procedure at that time. You realize that the Rockefeller 
Center was almost the only building that was built at all during the Depression. 
Skidmore’s office was a small office. They hadn’t done anything; they hadn’t 
done a building that size. That was a huge project for them. They were doing 
Oak Ridge at the same time, but that was totally a secret project, a different kind 
of thing. There were several older firms in New York that were there for many 
years but most were still doing a very traditional type of architecture. 

 
Blum: Well, this was a time when the American economy was switching from a 

wartime economy to a civilian economy, so I can see where hotels would have 
been a very prominent building type in that transition. 

 
de Blois: The client in Cincinnati was really jumping the gun there to hire somebody 

who’d never done a hotel before. 
 
Blum: That’s pretty courageous. 
 
de Blois: He didn’t know he was getting a twenty-four year-old recent graduate from 

school as designer. So that was a great fun job. 
 
Blum: Unfortunately, you never went to Cincinnati. 
 
de Blois: I’ve never been there. 
 
Blum: I wonder if it’s still in operation. 
 
de Blois: Well, I know the Miró mural was put in the Cincinnati museum. And I’m sure 

everything has changed because it became a Hilton hotel 
 
Blum: I think so. Well, it sounds like it was very exciting at the time. 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, it was very exciting. 
 
Blum: It involved many very good, accomplished people early in their careers. 
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de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: What was Ben Baldwin like to work with? 
 
de Blois: He was a nice fellow. I knew him over the years; he was a Southern gentleman. I 

didn’t work with him again. He only worked on the Terrace Plaza. There were 
lots of jobs coming up. There were hospital jobs that Bob Cutler was very much 
involved in, shopping centers and schools. The New York Medical Research 
Hospital and Alumni Center, I was working with Gordon. Then we started 
working on the Ford Motor Company building. 

 
Blum: What Ford commission was that? 
 
de Blois: Ford Motor Company Headquarters. We moved that job to another building. 
 
Blum: Now, housing was a great need at that time. Did Skidmore ever get any housing 

projects, or look for them? 
 
de Blois: Well, of course, we did the Abraham Lincoln housing project for the New York 

City Housing Authority with Tandy and Forbes. I think Abraham Lincoln was 
one of the last ones. When I was working on the Ford job, Gordon was working 
on Manhattan House, a very large housing complex between 65th and 66th Streets 
in New York. They did a lot of housing for the secret Oak Ridge project in 
Tennessee. 

 
Blum: This was also the time when people were leaving the cities and moving to the 

suburbs. 
 
de Blois: Yes that’s right.  
 
Blum: 1951 was a big year for you. You were awarded a Fulbright. What led up to that? 
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de Blois: By the time I got the Fulbright, SOM moved to Madison Avenue. That was after 
the Ford office. It was never boring. I was never going to the same place every 
day or seeing the same people. Always new clients and new projects and we 
were moving from one place to another. I was even meeting clients! 

 
Blum: As you assumed more and more responsibility, did your paycheck get 

proportionately larger? 
 
de Blois: I told you I started at twenty-five dollars a week. And then I went to thirty-five, 

and then in 1952 when I started working overseas it was seventy-five dollars a 
week. 

 
Blum: Was this after the Fulbright? 
 
de Blois: Yes, because I was overseas. When I applied for the Fulbright I got 

recommendations from Skidmore, Leopold Arnaud and Gordon. I went in 
September 1951 and was there until the following March or April. Gordon came 
to Paris and asked me to go out to lunch with him. Right after lunch, at the 
Crillon, he asked me to go to the German office that they were setting up. Dale 
Byrd was there and David Hughes, Paul Pippin, Sherwood Smith and Ed 
Petrazio. Ed was the production person I had worked with on Ford. Dale was 
someone I knew from Morris Ketchum’s office and then he moved over to 
Skidmore’s office. David Hughes was a young man with very fine credentials 
meaning he came from a wealthy Texas family. He was in charge of that office. 

 
Blum: Are you talking about the office in Germany? 
 
de Blois: In Germany, yes. I spent almost a whole year in the German office. 
 
Blum: Was that located in Bad Godesberg? 
 
de Blois: Yes, in Bad Godesberg, which is just south of Bonn. I married in 1945 and I had 

my first child in 1948. He was just three years old when we moved to France. 
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Blum: So when you traveled to Europe for your Fulbright, you were traveling as a 
package deal. 

 
de Blois: Yes. I took my husband and child.  
 
Blum: We’ll get back to the American consulates in Germany and the housing. But 

about the Fulbright, how did you spend your time on the Fulbright? 
 
de Blois: On the Fulbright, I went to the Beaux-Arts and did studio work. I took only one 

project. I went through the process of handing in an esquisse for the project and 
then going to the studio every day. The studio was pretty much a male-
dominated place. I don’t think there were any women in there. 

 
Blum: The studio, was that in the Ecole des Beaux-Arts building? 
 
de Blois: Yes, it was. It was right off the river and off the courtyard. It was a big, high, 

two-story space. There was no such thing as women’s rooms or toilets. Outside 
there were unisex toilets. They had naked women walking on a balcony up 
above the studio. 

 
Blum: The models? 
 
de Blois: No. They were just naked women. 
 
Blum: Did that shock you? 
 
de Blois: I don’t think it shocked me, particularly. It was evidently just what they do in 

Paris at that studio. I was just amused. I was put in an advanced Gromort-
Arretche atelier. I only took this one project. 

 
Blum: What was it? 
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de Blois: A school. When I designed it I put in interior toilets as they would do in 
America. My project was X-ed because toilets had to be outside. They had to be 
located on the other side of the playground. 

 
Blum: Because that’s the way it had always been done and continues to be done? 
 
de Blois: That’s how they ventilated toilets with outside air off the courtyard. 
 
Blum: That was efficient. 
 
de Blois: Yes, but cold. I was used to buildings with mechanical systems. 
 
Blum: Were there many Americans in your studio? 
 
de Blois: No, there weren’t any Americans. 
 
Blum: Were there any women? 
 
de Blois: No, there were no women. I don’t remember any. 
 
Blum: How did it strike you coming from, as you say, a country with mechanical 

indoor toilets, and so on, for them to insist that the toilets go outdoors? Is it 
relevant to your world and experience? 

 
de Blois: No. It was a project, it was kind of a quick project for me. I didn’t know that I 

wasn’t supposed to have the toilets inside. I found that out later when I went to 
the review and saw that there was an X on my presentation boards. It had been 
turned down. Somehow I learned that the reason was that I was supposed to be 
doing independent research on Auguste Perret for the Fulbright. I was interested 
in his buildings, his concrete buildings, his modern architecture. So, I did some 
research on that, but I guess I was preoccupied with my child and life in France. I 
lived for a while in a hotel in Paris, near the Luxembourg Gardens. We were all 
living in one room. That wasn’t working, so we moved to the suburbs where we 
had more space. We had friends who were also on the Fulbright who we had met 
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on the de Grasse. We sailed over and we met but they were out in the general 
direction of Chartres. I think they had a place in Chartres. I liked living in France. 
I liked the food, the cheeses, and the wine. We lived with a French woman and 
we had dinner with her every night. She prepared the food for us and also for 
my child. She lived in a very modern house. It wasn’t designed by Mies van der 
Rohe, but it looked like it could have been. 

 
Blum: Was it a bed and breakfast? 
 
de Blois: No, we rented two rooms and a bathroom, and a couple of terraces. It was in her 

home. We ate in the dining room and my son ate in his room. They were nice big 
rooms. She gave me a book on Mies van der Rohe. It was a little thin book. She 
had been interested in art and architecture and that was how it came to be that 
she rented to us. I forget how much we paid. When we were there we traveled. 
We had a little car, a Renault Deux Chevaux. We drove all through France, and 
we went to Carcassonne, Clermont-Ferrand and Toulouse. We saw the 
wonderful Gaudí architecture in Barcelona. Then we took a boat and went out to 
Mallorca where we stayed for two weeks, maybe. Then we drove back a different 
route, stopping at all the wonderful cities like Angoulème and Poitiers looking at 
the architecture. And while my husband was sitting in bars drinking I would 
keep the baby. 

 
Blum: On balance, how would you evaluate the experience? 
 
de Blois: It was a wonderful experience, going to Europe and also taking that trip and 

seeing the country. I’m kind of like Gordon in that respect, because I love 
Romanesque buildings. I’m just crazy about the Romanesque churches. For years 
I’ve studied much of the Romanesque architecture in France, and enjoyed it so 
much more than the Gothic or other developments in architecture. 

 
Blum: What do you think you absorbed from that experience that has been of lasting 

value to you? 
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de Blois: Well, certainly this interest in Romanesque architecture carried me through 
many, many bicycle trips all through Europe that I made later. 

 
Blum: Did this interest develop during that time, or did you come with that interest 

already in your head? 
 
de Blois: I think it developed during my stay in France. In my history classes I was 

interested in modern buildings. I didn’t take the few opportunities I had to 
research the locations before I went, so I didn’t know where to find many 
modern buildings in Paris. I have since gone to those modern buildings. I’ve 
gone to Le Corbusier’s Salvation Army building and I’ve been to his buildings in 
Cité Universitaire. I’ve gone on trips to visit those sort of things, but at that time I 
was almost like a sponge. I was just exposed to all these things that I hadn’t 
really known first-hand. It’s knowing things first-hand rather than from a 
textbook. That was the advantage to that trip. It was good and then the fact that 
Gordon hired me from France. I was in Europe for over a period of two years… 

 
Blum: Did you speak a language other than English at that time? 
 
de Blois: In France, it didn’t make any difference what you tried to say in French, they 

didn’t understand. 
 
Blum: In French or English? 
 
de Blois: In French or English. There were great big signs on the stone walls, "Go home, 

Yankees." This was in 1951. All of the signs said "Get out Americans," "Get out 
Yankees."  

 
Blum: Was this the era of the "ugly American"? 
 
de Blois: Well, the era of the "ugly American," I think is a later and an oriental thing. I only 

think of the "ugly American" as being the American who went to Thailand and 
Vietnam. 
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Blum: Well, my perception is a little different. It was after the war in Europe when the 
Americans were there supposedly rebuilding and reconstructing, and they were 
insensitive to the people of the country. That’s what I think of as the "ugly 
American." 

 
de Blois: When I was in Paris at that time, it didn’t make any difference how good my 

pronunciation was. You tried different ways every day, when you went to get 
bread and the cheese, and, oh boy, whatever you said, it was wrong! 

 
Blum: What about in Germany? 
 
de Blois: In Germany, we had about forty Germans working for us and they all were 

trying to learn English, so I didn’t learn much German. And the Germans did not 
seem to resent the occupation. 

 
Blum: So, at the end of your Fulbright you extended your stay in Europe? 
 
de Blois: And you know, Gordon would never have sent me to Europe. He would never 

have assigned me to that job but I was there already, you see? So that was lucky 
for me. 

 
Blum: Did Gordon encourage you to do the Fulbright? 
 
de Blois: Oh yes. He wrote a recommendation for me. He encouraged me very much. 

He was always very encouraging and very supportive. 
 
[Tape 2: Side 2] 
 
Blum: Natalie, you said that we had overlooked several projects that were begun before 

you went to Europe on your Fulbright, and one was a very important one for 
SOM. I think many people consider that Lever House really put SOM on the map 
for tall office buildings. You worked on that. 
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de Blois: I was in the office when they were doing Lever, and it was still a very small 
office so that when the job came in… Gordon, of course, was in charge of the 
design. He worked with everybody who was there, who was available in the 
office. I don’t think I was there when it first started, I was either taking the New 
York State architectural exam or having a baby. 

 
Blum: For licensing? 
 
de Blois: Yes, for licensing. Or I was working on one of the many other projects that was 

going through the office. For some time, I was working on Lever House with 
Gordon on the ground floor lobby and the courtyard, and the other public 
facilities on the lower floors. I did a lot of studies just of the lobby and alternate 
things, whatever he wanted, of course, he was concerned about this, so I worked 
very closely, directly with Gordon. I do have a strong memory of sitting on a 
stool with Gordon in the middle and a couple of other people around. Gordon 
was talking about, “Well, which window wall system will we do?” He was 
suggesting that the whole building be glass. And that just blew my mind. Of 
course, the office had been involved very recently in the U.N. Secretariat window 
wall. That is not all glass, that has solid spandrels. So, after that day I remember a 
lot of discussions about the detailing of the wall and the detailing of the glass 
spandrel panel. The New York City code required a distance between the top of 
one window and the bottom of the next window. This was why we had to have a 
solid wall there, for fire reasons. We couldn’t actually have the glass come down 
to the floor. So how to do the paneling, how to work it out, what materials, what 
would give it the right reflectivity when it became a total building—that was 
very important. Everybody in the office—all the designers—I don’t think there 
could have been more than five or six designers at that time who were working 
on the project. 

 
Blum: Who was the team for Lever House? 
 
de Blois: The team included Bill Brown, Gordon, and Manny Turano, who was the project 

designer. 
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Blum: Was everyone as blown over as you were when Gordon announced an all-glass 
wall? 

 
de Blois: I don’t know. I can’t remember that. 
 
Blum: How did the clients accept it? Was this announcement made in a client meeting 

in the office? 
 
de Blois: No. This was just in the office. I never had anything to do with the client then. I 

think the model of Lever House was first presented to the public at the MoMA 
exhibit in September 1950. The group show of nine built and unbuilt projects 
designed by Skidmore, Owings and Merrill was a very special occasion. It was 
the first time MoMA had done a group show of architects. The Lever House 
model, shown in the exhibition, was really spectacular. I was very impressed. 

 
Blum: You’re saying that the model was presented to the public through an exhibition 

at MoMA? 
 
de Blois: Yes. The MoMA exhibit attracted a lot of people. I am sure the model had 

already been presented to the client and possibly in architectural magazines. 
Unbuilt projects are often shown in the magazines. 

 
Blum: Natalie, who actually constructed the model? 
 
de Blois: Ted Conrad did the model. Ted Conrad made all our models. 
 
Blum: Was he someone on staff at SOM or was he an independent model-maker? 
 
de Blois: He was an independent model-maker and we worked in his workshop many 

times. I forget where he was at that time. Later he moved over to Hoboken and 
we used to go over to New Jersey to his studio. Ted Conrad made models of all 
our buildings, I mean, from way back. There’s an article about him someplace in 
the architectural magazines. He played a big part. I was talking about making 
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model drawings and how we always had to make model drawings so that the 
models would be accurate. There were no model-making facilities in the office. 

 
Blum: Is the model that you’re referring to is a small little model about 18 inches high, 

or about? 
 
de Blois: Yes. I think so. 
 
Blum: Well, I think I told you that the Art Institute recently acquired that model from 

Unilever. 
 
de Blois: Oh yes? Really? 
 
Blum: Yes. We acquired it directly from the client for whom the model must have been 

used originally for a presentation.  
 
de Blois: And I’m quite sure that you’ll see Ted Conrad’s name on that model someplace 

underneath it, somewhere. 
 
Blum: Well, I’ll go back with this information and we’ll look. Were you aware that what 

you were trying to do—a glass wall—was really very new, different, innovative 
and historic, in a way? Did you have any sense of that? 

 
de Blois: Yes, but only an inkling I think. When I first saw that model in the exhibit at 

MoMA I got a feeling this was really… I must have realized its historic impact. 
 
Blum: It did change the look of Park Avenue. 
 
de Blois: Yes, it certainly did. Who was it who said that the building was turned to the 

side? 
 
Blum: Was it Vincent Scully? 
 



 
 

46 
 
 

de Blois: Scully, yes, Vincent Scully. I can’t remember that the concept of a street front for 
Park Avenue was discussed at the time. I don’t think it was ever discussed 
before. It’s a city planning concept that became very popular later in the 1980s. I 
think it’s a valid concept. It recognizes that the spaces between the buildings are 
more important than the buildings themselves. On Park Avenue the street width 
gives the space a grand boulevard look and the consistent height of the street 
wall was very strong. Dimension between the buildings is very important. It’s a 
very strong, Park Avenue is long, it is a strong statement. There are several 
buildings now that violate this concept. One building was Seagram. 

 
Blum: Do you think Seagram could have been without Lever House first? 
 
de Blois: Oh, sure. It had to do with the area of the site. Seagram has a much bigger site so 

that you could set it back and develop a clean tower. At Lever, in order to go 
straight up without setbacks, the tower was smaller but both towers could only 
be one quarter of the area of their sites. 

 
Blum: The entire footprint? 
 
de Blois: No, the footprint of the towers alone. This is the way the code is written for Park 

Avenue. The code is written based on the width of the street and Park Avenue is 
very wide. I’m not going to say whether it’s a hundred and fifty or two hundred 
feet wide, but it’s a real boulevard type. Say the setbacks relate to that dimension 
and relate to the light and air, sunshine and things like that, that’s what is the 
basis for that. Since the footprint of Lever House could only be one quarter of the 
site—the site wasn’t that deep, either—if the building had been placed parallel to 
the building, Park Avenue would have been pretty pathetic. At Lever there was a 
certain amount of street frontage that was recognized and that is because the 
building sat up on pilotis. The façade of the second level presented a continuity 
for the street, certainly much more than at Seagram. Even when we did Union 
Carbide, we set it back. We had a whole block that went all the way through 
Madison Avenue. At Union Carbide the problem was the spacing of the railroad 
tracks. We had to put our columns in the same line with the railroad track 
columns. And in order to have the columns in the perimeter wall, which was 
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pretty much required for a 103-story building. So that was why that building was 
set back. Again, we weren’t even thinking about street frontage, as Scully was 
talking about. 

 
Blum: Was he putting something in after the fact? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I think so. But I may be wrong. 
 
Blum: Was there any awareness of context at the time? In that video yesterday, they 

said, “No, that was not a concern. The buildings, Connecticut General, and 
perhaps Lever House, were built as object buildings, without concern for the 
streetscape, the urban planning, or anything else.” 

 
de Blois: That’s right. Gordon was not somebody to worry about what was around the 

building. We thought that there’s a building just south of Lever House, an old—I 
forget whether it’s the New York City Club—one of the big clubs, or historic sort 
of building. 

 
Blum: The Racquet Club? It's right across the street from Seagram. 
 
de Blois: Yes, it’s across the street from Seagram and it’s just south of Lever House. We 

did think about that building, and I think in a way this placing of the mass in 
that direction kind of played up against that. Of course, we didn’t know what 
was going to happen on the other side. The way the building was placed… I 
think in your oral history with Gordon, he wasn’t really much of a person to 
think about the context of a site. I can remember on other occasions, for instance, 
at about this same time—no, I think it was before I went on the Fulbright—we 
did a school in New Haven called the Conté School, C-O-N-T-E. That school was 
on a square, an old square in New Haven, and this square had houses all around 
it, typical two- or three-story houses. We had a site in the southeast corner. We 
were supposed to build a grade school and a library. Gordon came up with a 
scheme, and I drew it up, of a building set back from the street front. Ed Logue 
was head of the New Haven Planning Commission. He said, “No way! No way 
are we going to have a plaza in front of that building.” So Gordon had to listen to 
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him, this had to do with the context. Logue said there has to be a building right 
on the building line. It was very important. I certainly thought it was a valid 
criticism. 

 
Blum: When Gordon tried this, what was the timing or the chronology related to Lever 

House? Was it during, before…? 
 
de Blois: It was just after. 
 
Blum: Just after. So Lever House set the precedent? 
 
de Blois: No, I don’t think Lever House set a precedent for the Conté School. It was the 

same issue of street frontage, which came up on many city projects. The library—
it was just a two-story building—was then located on the street building line. 
You went through the library through an open space. You went back into a 
rectangular courtyard and then the school was behind that. It was a much better 
solution. I looked at it not too long ago and it’s still in use. It’s not a spectacular 
building, but it’s a simple building. 

 
Blum: Well, it was customary to line things up on the lot line before Lever House on 

Park Avenue.  
 
de Blois: Yes, that was because of the zoning ordinance. Gordon could have gotten a 

bigger building, you see, if he had built right out on the site and gone up so 
many feet and then set back and then gone up so many feet and then set back 
again, because the code at that time was very specific. The codes were changed 
several times, so that the building envelope is different today. It’s interesting, this 
has developed over a period of time. But our aim, in analyzing Lever House and 
later when I was working on Union Carbide, was to get a building shaft that 
went straight up and had no setbacks. But then the shaft could not be greater 
than 1/4 of the lot size. 

 
Blum: How far along was Lever House when you left? 
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de Blois: When I left for the Fulbright Lever House was under construction. At some point 
I remember Bill Brown taking me to the Lever House construction site.  

 
Blum: The finish date that’s given to Lever House in much of what I’ve read is 1952. So 

you were gone by then. The building has been called “schizophrenic” in the 
sense that there was this very sleek building with a curtain wall, and inside were 
Raymond Loewy interiors. How did that happen?  

 
de Blois: Loewy had the contacts with Luckman, then the president of Lever. Skidmore 

was responsible for the public spaces, the lobby, cafeteria and the courtyard. 
 
Blum: I see, so it was the client’s choice to use Loewy. 
 
de Blois: It was the client’s choice. We felt it was a mistake, but Skidmore didn’t have an 

interior department. They just barely had twelve or fifteen people in the office. 
But we did develop a staff of interior people for the Terrace Plaza. 

 
Blum: And was it just disbanded when the job was over? 
 
de Blois: Yes. You didn’t keep people for one job and then another job three or four 

several years later. It wasn’t until after Connecticut General, really, that a true 
interiors department was set up. 

 
Blum: Well, it just seems that Raymond Loewy’s design was so different from Gordon’s 

and that of SOM. 
 
de Blois: Yes, that’s true, but I wouldn’t call it schizophrenic.  
 
Blum: Well, there’s such a contrast between the furnishings and the building itself. 
 
de Blois: The interiors can change many times over the life of a building, and luckily the 

building’s going to be saved as is.  
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Blum: In a fairly recent article that I read, it reported that some of the Loewy interiors 
are intact, just as when he did them fifty years ago. 

 
de Blois: They may be intact, but the fabrics and the finishes have been changed. It’s true 

they could be intact like this chair is intact. William Morris designed it I don’t 
know how many years ago, but it’s been recovered and resupported and glued 
together, and all of that. 

 
Blum: Lever House took a twenty-five year award, it took so many awards. It’s been 

labeled the “Americanization of the International Style.” 
 
de Blois: Yes. That’s right. Well, I was around when it was being done. 
 
Blum: That must have been an exciting time in architecture. 
 
de Blois: It was. One thing after another in that office kept me really on my toes, there was 

nothing boring about it. I wasn’t going into an office and laying out toilets, which 
most young architects complained about. They go into an office and somebody 
sets them to drawing up the toilet elevations. 

 
Blum: What was the timing with the Istanbul Hilton hotel? 
 
de Blois: It had to be after Lever House because the office had moved over to Madison 

Avenue at that time, before I left for the Fulbright. That project was a Hilton 
hotel from the very beginning. There was a Turkish architect named Sedad 
Eldem who came to New York and was set up at a desk right opposite me and 
we designed the hotel. He didn’t make design decisions. I thought he was mostly 
an observer. He was a lovely man and he’s a good architect. In Istanbul he had 
done some interesting modern buildings. But all are the sort of small buildings 
that used a lot of the local vernacular, I think that’s the word. We designed that 
building and he approved the design. Gordon was in on it. We used a concrete 
structural system, which was something new for me. We used a box frame, 
which was particularly suited for a hotel where the walls were concrete. The 
hotel room walls were concrete and there were no dropped beams. That’s what a 
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box frame is, it’s like putting a lot of shoeboxes together. The walls of the box 
were every fourteen feet. The wall then became a sound barrier between rooms, 
and the ceiling was flat. It was a system that had been used on other hotels. I 
figured out that’s what I thought we ought to do and Gordon agreed. So that’s a 
very interesting building. It’s built right on one of the highest points in Istanbul, 
overlooking the Bosporus. It’s really a gorgeous site. It drops quickly down on 
the far side. There were several restaurants and a front court surrounded by 
shops off the entry. This was a Hilton hotel and the program was specified, of 
course, by the hotel owner. There were certain things about it that were special, 
because it was in Istanbul. There were opulent materials. That’s the first time I 
remember working with Davis Allen. Everybody talks about Davis Allen being 
there for those many years, but when he was there he spent a lot of time 
traveling all over the world. In many cases he was working on selecting furniture 
for one project or another, but he wasn’t in the office much. I think the other 
woman you mentioned was there too. 

 
Blum: Joanna? 
 
de Blois: No, Jane Kidder. Joanna is a landscape designer. 
 
Blum: You were listed as senior designer on this project. Did you go to client meetings? 

Were you in Istanbul or did you work on the project in the office in New York?  
 
de Blois: I worked in the office in New York and I went to all the client meetings in New 

York City. There were a lot of client meetings. Sometimes Gordon was there, 
sometimes Gordon wasn’t there. The client was Hilton Hotel and their offices 
were in the Plaza Hotel. 

 
Blum: The Istanbul Hilton has been described as the “hotel version of a Turkish Palace," 

because it had sumptuous appointments and interesting, indigenous Turkish 
features. 

 
de Blois: Davis Allen and Jane Kidder were responsible for much of that, as was the 

influence of Sedad Eldem, who undoubtedly had much to do with it. No, I was 
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never sent to Istanbul. There were meetings in Istanbul, but I never was sent 
there. So I never saw the site until quite a few years later when I went to Istanbul 
on one of my vacations and took my children. We visited Sedad Eldem, who has 
a house out on the Bosporus towards the Black Sea. In fact I visited him several 
times in Istanbul. I went on my own; Skidmore never paid my way to go to 
Istanbul. It was being built when I was on the Fulbright and later in Germany. 
Dave Allen went over to Istanbul and was very much involved in the 
construction and selecting materials, architectural materials. I had contact with 
him on selecting stones. There were very complex kitchen and service facilities 
for the hotel. 

 
Blum: Was that the first time you worked on a concrete building? 
 
de Blois: I’m not going to say that, no, because the Conté School, small hospitals and 

garages, things like that were always concrete. 
 
Blum: Well, a major project? 
 
de Blois: A major project, yes. 
 
Blum: After these two projects were under way—Lever House and the Istanbul 

Hilton…? 
 
de Blois: I moved around on projects, on different projects. I often had more than one 

project at a time. I stayed pretty close to the hotel project when Sedad Eldem was 
in the office because Gordon wasn’t always available. The partner in charge was 
Bill Brown.  

 
Blum: William Brown was the administrative partner on that job. What was he like to 

work with? 
 
de Blois: He was very nice. Very nice, very friendly—well, not very friendly. None of the 

partners were really very friendly. 
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Blum: You weren’t buddies, in other words. 
 
de Blois: No, but he supported me well. I think the main thing that Bill Brown and Gordon 

Bunshaft did was when I was presented to a client, I was presented as their best 
designer. They respected my ability to work on projects and told the client so. 
This was something very different than what I got in Chicago.  

 
Blum: You said that after the Fulbright you went to Germany to work on the U.S. 

consulates and housing, and you worked in the SOM office in Bad Godesberg. 
 
de Blois: Yes. Well, SOM’s office in Bad Godesberg was quite large. We had a German 

associate Otto Apel. His office did the production drawings. The office was at the 
HICOG, the Headquarters of the International Committee for the Government of 
Germany, after the war. Our office was in that building.  

 
Blum: In one of the reports about the American consulates in Germany, this photograph 

was published and here you are at your drafting board. It says, “One of the chief 
designers is Natalie de Blois.” 

 
de Blois: There were several of us: Sherwood Smith—we called him Smitty—and Paul 

Pippen. David Hughes was in charge, the “youthful chief” of the Bad Godesberg 
office. He was the administrative partner. His lung collapsed and he had to go a 
hospital for some time, and so Gordon put me in charge of the office.  

 
Blum: Was Gordon in Germany? 
 
de Blois: No. Oh, he was in Germany when he hired me. 
 
Blum: Yes, but during the work? 
 
de Blois: He was there a couple of times. He’d come and stay for four or five days and 

make major decisions.  
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Blum: So how did the office in Germany—you and the others—-work together with 
him when he was in New York? 

 
de Blois: Oh, that’s the way we always worked. Gordon was never at your shoulder 

everyday. There were many jobs, and he watched over all of them or was out 
getting new jobs. It didn’t seem different at all. That was what you were used to 
doing. You ran the project with the project manager and the job captain. 

 
Blum: You ran the project, and Gordon just sort of approved? 
 
de Blois: Or disapproved. He would take his mail, his daily mail, and he’d turn the 

envelope over and he’d sketch of what he wanted. That was our guide and then 
as design developed, you would show him drawings. You’d go into a conference 
room and you’d hang up the drawings so that he could see them, so he could see 
that they were developing the way he wanted them to or not. 

 
Blum: But he did decide on the fundamental design and the team executed it subject to 

his approval? 
 
de Blois: Yes. But it wasn’t really a team at first. It was the project designer who did the 

work. Then my staff was put on the job and later the job captain. The job captain 
didn’t work for me, he worked basically for Gordon. But I worked with the job 
captain and the production people in working out details. I followed the 
development of the construction documents, and even the shop drawings, 
specification writers, mechanical and structural engineers, as well as other 
consultants who came on board.  

 
Blum: It was my impression in looking at photographs of what was built in Dusseldorf, 

Frankfurt, and Bremen, that the designs were all pretty similar. There was little 
variation. 

 
de Blois: Yes, that’s right. The programs were identical. We designed a standard, we 

designed a standard typical small office building for the U.S. foreign staff. 
Gordon was in the office in the beginning when basic decisions were made about 
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the modules, floor heights and window elevations. The reason for making a 
module a certain dimension had to do with the local building systems and 
function. The sites each had to be studied separately in Bremen, Dusseldorf and 
Stuttgart. I went and visited the Stuttgart consulate, about six years ago, a long 
time after it had been built. It was still working and somebody took me all 
around. 

 
Blum: The consulate in Bremen, or was it the housing in Bremen that took an award 

from the local architects group? 
 
de Blois: Oh, is that right? We did a consulate and housing in Bremen but I don’t know 

anything about awards. Dale Byrd worked on Dusseldorf and I did the Stuttgart 
and Bremen projects. The Stuttgart one is right up behind where that new art 
museum is. Stuttgart’s a great city, I love Stuttgart. Of course, I went there when 
I was in Germany. It was a wonderful thing because I could go see the sites. I 
forget how the presentations were made, whether they were made in Germany 
or whether they were made in America. I think the FBO staff came to the German 
office. 

 
Blum: Now, were those American consulate buildings in Germany? 
 
de Blois: Yes. For the American government. The FBO, the Foreign Building Operations 

was in charge I believe. That's the formula today. 
 
Blum: Was your family in Germany with you? 
 
de Blois: Yes. I had my husband and I had my three-year-old son. David Hughes had 

three children and they lived nearby, so we saw a lot of David Hughes and his 
wife and his children. I came home in March 1953. Back in New York I went to 
work and then I had my second child in June 1953. Robert was born then. I 
worked up until the time I had the baby or, rather, I worked until Gordon said, 
“You better stay home until you have that baby.” 

 
Blum: Was he nervous you were going to have it in the office? 
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de Blois: I guess so. I remember when I came back, I started working immediately. 
 
[Tape 3: Side 1] 
 
Blum: When you came home from Europe? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. And in June, Robert was born. And that was just a matter of you take a 

week off and go to the hospital and have a baby and come back and do your 
work. [laughter] That’s what I did with my other three children.  

 
Blum: Now, when you began to work on Connecticut General… Today it’s on the 

"Eleven Most Endangered Historic Places" list of the National Register 
properties. 

 
de Blois: That’s right. 
 
Blum: You began to work on it at a time when many firms that had been located in city 

centers expanded and went to the suburbs. I understand that there were many 
years that went into the planning of this building. 

 
de Blois: The office had worked on the building for maybe six months, while I was still in 

Germany working on another project. And Roger Radford worked on 
programming and analysis of square footage, and came up with six different 
schemes. They could build a high-rise building, and all the in between choices. 

 
Blum: This design was for a rather large suburban tract.  
 
de Blois: Yes. What did they say it was, 280 acres? 
 
Blum: Oh, I thought it was even more than that. 
 
de Blois: The whole thing is six hundred acres. That includes the Emhart site as well as the 

other sites—so I’m not quite sure how much the one site was. But Roger had 
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done all those studies, so when I came home, the client had decided that they 
were going to build a three-story building. And that was basically the only 
decision. They must have selected a module, just in order to do the studies. 
When Gordon came home from Europe he put me on the project and Roger was 
assigned to some other project. And I remember that our office had grown, it was 
really a big office. They had hired a lot of people. And there was a great big 
drafting room for just the people working on the production drawings for 
Connecticut General. They were building up a good-sized office. The design area 
was sort of separate—we weren’t working in the same room with the production 
people. And there were probably fifteen or twenty of us in that design room. So I 
started working on Connecticut General. 

 
Blum: How did that all take shape? 
 
de Blois: We spent a lot of time in the beginning discussing materials and how it was 

going to be built. The client was very exacting. They wanted things to be built so 
that they’d last for a long time. And all the material selection and the design was 
discussed at great length with Al Labie, the job captain, and the specification 
people. And then, of course, we started developing the dimensions and the 
courtyard scheme. The cores, the circulation and office space is based on a six- 
and twelve-foot module, and the fact that nobody was going to be back further 
than thirty feet from the window wall. 

 
Blum: Why was that important? 
 
de Blois: That was important for daylight, and just for work comfort—it was so that 

nobody had to be in the dark. 
 
Blum: And there was always artificial lighting. 
 
de Blois: Yes, that’s right. You’re familiar with the buildings in Europe—office buildings 

were all much narrower and much smaller footprints. You know why they’re 
much narrower and smaller? Because of codes and health in those countries. No 
one can work any further than so far from a window, depending on the window 
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height. They control the light penetration to all the workstations. Nowadays, 
there’s a lot of work that goes on in the dark: conference rooms and computer 
centers and storage rooms and things like that. As I said, in Europe, the buildings 
are much narrower. They didn’t allow them to build deep buildings—like so 
many of the high-rises in New York. So we worked on all the systems that were 
involved in Connecticut General: lighting systems, the air distribution system, 
the partition systems. We worked on the development of the cores. Oh, the 
exterior design was never presented to the client. We talked about the plan, and 
about the workstations and their relationships. I was asked to work on the 
requirements for the women’s facilities in the cores and throughout the building. 
There were many meetings here in Hartford, at their old headquarters. 

 
Blum: At their building in downtown Hartford? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yeah. Working with their staff people and with Frazar Wilde. 
 
Blum: Was this still in the planning stage, or after the project was underway? 
 
de Blois: This was the beginning of 1953 and 1954, the planning stage. It was at some point 

after we had discussed all these layouts and relationships with departments, and 
we had discussed the business that there were going to be no offices in the big 
open workspace, that we were going to build an office building adjacent to the 
building. The officers or people who had to have offices would be in that 
building, and the top floor of that building was to be designated for the top 
management and directors with a big conference room. Oh, after all this had 
been discussed, we had a great big model made. And I guess Ted Conrad made 
it. And we presented the design of the building to the client. It was the first time 
they’d seen what it would look like. You know, they knew what determined 
what it was going to look like, but they hadn’t seen the building. So they saw the 
building for the first time. 

 
Blum: How was it received? 
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de Blois: You know, Gordon said, “This is the way it’s going to be.” And they just all fell 
right in line, because it responded to their program and I guess they liked the 
looks. 

 
Blum: I understand that Connecticut General was a building that was designed with 

women employees of the insurance company in mind. Someone called it light 
manufacturing. And the women were manufacturing insurance polices. 

 
de Blois: Yes, yes.  
 
Blum: What were the special amenities for women? 
 
de Blois: Yes, they had a women’s committee, and I worked with them—because I was a 

woman—and we worked on how the toilets were going to be arranged and how 
their coatrooms were going to be arranged, and things like that. And then of 
course, we had all kinds of facilities on the first floor, billiard tables and ping-
pong tables. We had a library where they could go. And we had shopping 
facilities, so that if they were stuck out there and had to get food or get their 
clothes cleaned, they could. So we discussed all these things. And these facilities 
were built into the project. There was a medical department. 

 
Blum: Was it thought that they wouldn’t have enough workers because they were out 

in the country so they made the job more appealing? 
 
de Blois: Yes, because of transportation. And they didn’t think about building a light rail 

going out to the site. Building in the suburbs was a big gamble. 
 
Blum: Well, I understand the building was so successful that finally, they had a waiting 

list of people who wanted to work there. 
 
de Blois: Oh, really? 
 
Blum: Yes, that’s what has been reported. 
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de Blois: Well, it was around that point in the design that Frazar Wilde decided he wanted 
somebody else to come in and do the furniture. 

 
Blum: Oh. Who did he have in mind? 
 
de Blois: And that was when Florence Knoll was hired to work on the furniture. She 

proceeded to do programming requirements for individual workstations.  
 
Blum: Was she called in at the request of the client or of Gordon? 
 
de Blois: She was called in at the request of the client. I’m not sure whether Gordon had 

been given the chance to approve the selection of Knoll. I was in Hartford when 
Shu Knoll was first brought in. When she made her first presentation, which had 
to do with where the pencils were kept, and how many pencils everybody 
needed and what kind of other equipment they needed on their desks. But the 
department layouts and the scheme for the building and the dimensions of the 
building were set at that time. There was a recent article in Metro—the 
architectural publication in New York—about Shu Knoll. And in that, it said that 
Shu Knoll had a big influence in convincing the client to use an open plan. Well, 
I’m sure the open plan was set even before she ever came on the project.  

 
Blum: So the space was really planned, she just filled it. 
 
de Blois: Yes. She worked on the workstations and their design. 
 
Blum: I understand that she wanted a full-scale mockup of, say, a section of the office. 
 
de Blois: Well, we did a full-scale mockup just to study the window wall, the partition 

system, lighting and furniture systems. At that time, there was no office furniture 
that looked right in that space. I mean, the furniture that you could buy was all 
big, heavy, with rounded corners. So it was important to bring in somebody who 
could design compatible furniture and see that it was built, for the modern 
building that we were designing. 
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Blum: I understand the preference of the board of Connecticut General was not for 
modern at all, it was much more conservative—it was for Georgian and Colonial. 

 
de Blois: Oh, well, I’m sure that’s right, but those conservative men on the board had 

private offices. I’m talking about the large open office areas where the women 
worked around the four courtyards. And you know, there were those who 
wanted their Georgian furniture got what they wanted. Shu Knoll had to cope 
with that problem.  

 
Blum: In their private offices? 
 
de Blois: Yes, in their private offices. But the board of directors' space, which was the top 

floor of the office building was furnished in an informal way. There was no 
board table, it was designed as a kind of a living room. I remember laying out the 
kitchen and the dining space, and detailing the window wall which was set back. 
I didn’t have anything to do with the selection of the furniture or anything like 
that. I know that all that furniture was modern. 

 
Blum: Everything that’s been published shows a modern interior. 
 
de Blois: Modern, yes. 
 
Blum: So for a building that was so well received, for a building that the client liked so 

well and the architects felt was a successful project, how did it get on the 
endangered list fifty years later? 

 
de Blois: Well, it’s because it’s fifty years old. It’s fifty years old and it no longer suits the 

owner. Cigna Insurance Company doesn’t work the same way as the old 
Connecticut General did.  

 
Blum: What are some of the differences? 
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de Blois: The whole workflow is different. The electrical systems are outdated. And they 
claim there is wasted space, but I don't think it's wasted space. It has to do with 
the efficiency of its arrangement, you know? 

 
Blum: In your opinion, can it be adapted to better serve today’s needs? 
 
de Blois: It could, as an office building. But it would be very expensive and they don’t 

want to spend that kind of money. And they probably don’t even need all that 
space. They need a different kind of space. And of course, they have changed the 
use of the building. The public spaces no longer exist. The billiard room and 
spaces like that have been turned back into offices. And they just don’t suit their 
uses now. And they probably could’ve changed over a period of time, but they 
haven’t done that. The upkeep over the years has really been exceptional. It isn’t 
falling apart, it’s just that it’s out of date. And they’re not in the business of light 
manufacturing anymore. 

 
Blum: Well, not in the same way. 
 
de Blois: Yeah, not in the same way. It’s a different group of people, a different company. 
 
Blum: Cigna now owns the campus and it is still an insurance company, isn’t it? 
 
de Blois: Yes, it is an insurance company, but it’s a different kind of insurance. Basically, 

Cigna is a health insurance company. 
 
Blum: I see. 
 
de Blois: And it’s a very specialized type of business. Do you want me to go on to the 

“Save Connecticut General” efforts?  
 
Blum: Yes. How do you feel about the prospect of that building being demolished? 
 
de Blois: Well, it does bother me, because it’s a beautiful building, I like it. But, I have no 

control over it. But I think it’s, you know, very noble of these men who are trying 
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to save it, and it’s because of their efforts that it looks like maybe there’s a 
chance. And I commend them on that. But I couldn’t argue with the current 
owners. I definitely wouldn’t want to argue with them wanting to take it down 
and putting something else up. I think, to take a big area like that, it’s beautiful 
countryside, and turn it into a suburban mixed-use development, is a shame. But 
it is very typical of what’s going on all over America. The town of Bloomfield 
wants to do it, too, because they think it will give them more tax money. 

 
Blum: Well, let’s hope the preservationists, who are now organized into the “Save 

Connecticut General” group, let’s hope they make their voice known and begin 
to influence some people who can help achieve a better solution. 

 
de Blois: It’s become a federal problem, because they would like to make it a historic site. 

And that’s difficult to do if the owner objects. I’m not up on exactly how they 
could do it. But, you know, I remember way back in the beginning when we 
went up to Bloomfield and we talked to the fire department and the different city 
people, and how happy they were then. 

 
Blum: When it was first being planned? 
 
de Blois: Yes, we showed the city officials how the building was to be located on the site, 

where the exits were going to be and what safety measures were planned. You 
always go into a city in the beginning of a project, to find out what their 
requirements are and how the officials interpret codes, so you don’t go ahead 
and design the whole building and then find out that that’s not the way the city 
wants to handle it, in terms of fire escapes and the number of people in spaces, 
things like that. The city officials wanted details on loading docks, service areas, 
boiler room, smokestack, assembly rooms, bowling alleys—all the programmed 
spaces. The job took a long time. And it finally was finished and built, and I used 
to go up to the site with Gordon to look at and review the mock-up and the 
building itself. It was a project that was out of New York City that I could work 
on, because I was living in Connecticut. And Gordon used to drive up and pick 
me up in Cos Cob, where I was living, and then we’d drive up to Connecticut 
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General. But that was all right—I could go see a site like that, because it didn’t 
involve public transportation or whatever it was. 

 
Blum: Well, I suppose Connecticut General, for the time being, is an unfinished chapter. 

We’ll see how successful the preservationists are in saving it. 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. 
 
Blum: By 1957, when that was finished, what came next for you? 
 
de Blois: It was actually finished in 1956. There was a big conference in 1957, but the 

building was finished in 1956. My jobs always overlapped. Pepsi-Cola was 
underway in 1956 and Union Carbide in 1957. Several other jobs fit into the same 
time frame. At Connecticut General I worked with Earl Towry, who was the 
architectural supervisor. He was the architectural supervisor on several projects 
that I worked on. It came to the point where we no longer had architectural 
supervisors because developers and clients refused to pay for their services.  

 
Blum: Whom did the architectural supervisor work for? 
 
de Blois: He was hired by Skidmore and he watched the construction. He had an office at 

the site. We worked a long time on partition systems with manufacturers and 
then tested them at the mock-up. And of course, all of those things had to be 
tested. I mean, it wasn’t just Florence Knoll deciding that she wanted it for 
furniture. The air distribution was fairly simple because it was an open ceiling 
but there was a ceiling baffle system. There was work also that involved Isamu 
Noguchi. I designed one of the four courtyards when Gordon decided he didn’t 
like Noguchi’s design. In 1956 I had another child, my third son. In June 1956 
Gordon told me, “Don’t come to the opening.” You know, I was invited to the 
opening ceremony, but he said “Don’t show up at that opening ceremony if you 
haven’t had your baby yet.” 

 
Blum: Why did he say that? 
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de Blois: He didn’t want me around in that condition. 
 
Blum: Were you an embarrassment to the men? 
 
de Blois: Yes, obviously. 
 
Blum: A pregnant woman about ready to deliver? 
 
de Blois: Yes. Attitudes have changed. 
 
Blum: Well, by that time, you had been with Skidmore for thirteen years, in 1957. You 

were at your first level of partnership. You were a member of the AIA, which 
you joined in the fifties. 

 
de Blois: Well, SOM paid my dues. 
 
Blum: You were a registered architect. You were married, with three children. 
 
de Blois: Well, four children in 1957.  
 
Blum: How did you keep all of this in balance, your family and your profession? 
 
de Blois: I didn’t really keep it in balance. I had continual problems. 
 
Blum: Because you were so devoted to your practice? 
 
de Blois: No, because my husband had problems and it was difficult. I always had 

someone taking care of the children. I had one woman, Mrs. Scott, for a long 
time, about twelve years. And she was almost like a member of the family. And 
when I moved to Connecticut, she went with us. I had always lived in New York 
City but after I came back from Europe, I bought a house up in Cos Cob, 
Connecticut. My father and brother and sister all lived in Connecticut, so that 
was the general direction we went in when we needed more space. Mrs. Scott 
stayed during the week and then went back to New York on the weekends. 
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While I was in New York, she’d only worked by the day. But she didn’t really 
like commuting to Connecticut. 

 
Blum: How did you find commuting to New York every day? 
 
de Blois: I had to do it, you know. 
 
Blum: That was a long day. 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, it was a long day. It was a long day, but the children were all in school 

by that time—nursery school and the two older boys went to the grade school in 
Greenwich. 

 
Blum: Were you satisfied with your pay, your jobs, your upward mobility at SOM? 
 
de Blois: I wasn’t concerned about upward mobility. 
 
Blum: No? 
 
de Blois: Not really. I couldn’t be dissatisfied with my assignments. My assignments were 

all just great and I liked my work. And I didn’t worry about getting more money 
or having upward mobility. Things like that didn’t concern me at that time. I was 
satisfied that I was being rewarded for what I was doing. I was being recognized. 
My picture was in Fortune magazine, as part of the SOM staff in 1958. 

 
Blum: But you knew the system in the office was that you get to the first level of 

partnership, the next level, and then you’re a full partner. 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: Did you think of yourself as moving on that track? 
 
de Blois: No, and it probably has something to do with the way the office grew. It wasn’t 

until 1953 that I really saw that there was a great big office there. When we were 
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on 5 East 57th Street that was a tiny little office. We were all together in one boat. 
I did notice that there were men, like Roy Allen, who became a partner. He and I 
started out about the same time. He and I were made participating associates and 
then he was made an associate, and then, a partner. That was one person who I 
related to. And there was another fellow named Whit Overcash, who also 
became a partner. Roy and Whit were both designers. The whole women’s issue 
hadn’t entered my skull. 

 
Blum: When the office was of a larger size, were there other women in the office doing 

what you were doing? 
 
de Blois: Yes, but not until Pat Swan came along. She was a designer who became a project 

designer and later a participating associate. 
 
Blum: When was this, about in the fifties? 
 
de Blois: Yes, just about 1955. She lived in Greenwich and was a good friend. You can see 

where she comes in on the SOM people chart. Her father was an architect and a 
friend of Skidmore’s. I think that’s how she got her job there, through Mr. 
Skidmore. But there were other women in the drafting room, Roger Radford’s 
wife was working at Skidmore. She was in the production department. 

 
Blum: So you weren’t really alone. 
 
de Blois: No. There were about one hundred to one, you know?  
 
Blum: You were almost alone.  
 
de Blois: Almost alone. None of my bosses or the partners were women. 
 
Blum: And the idea of becoming a partner just wasn’t churning in your head? 
 
de Blois: No, not really. No, it wasn’t. I had enough to do to keep me busy. 
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Blum: One of the jobs you did work on, soon after that time, was Pepsi-Cola, that 
beautiful little building. 

 
de Blois: Yeah, it was 1956 when Pepsi-Cola was started. 
 
Blum: Which is now the Olivetti building. It has been described in the literature, almost 

without exception, as an elegant jewel box of metal and glass, floating on piers, 
respectful of the street and of its neighbors. 

 
de Blois: That building was on a very small site—it was only 100 by 125 feet. And because 

it was such a small site, we couldn’t build a tower. A building that was one-
quarter the size of the site would have been too small a floor-plate. I worked out 
the zoning calculations and found out how large a building we could build. 

 
Blum: Was the building for Pepsi-Cola’s executives?  
 
de Blois: It was an office building for Pepsi-Cola. Bob Cutler was the administrative 

partner. He was a friend of Mr. Steele’s, who was the president of Pepsi-Cola, 
and married to Joan Crawford. They used to come into the office together, and I 
was introduced to them. I never got along awfully well with Bob Cutler, but we 
managed. Gordon was my boss; I was working for him. I didn’t work very 
closely with Bob Cutler. But that was a neat little building and Gordon took me 
to the early meetings with Severud, who was the structural engineer. We 
discussed what the building was going to be, how the building was going to be 
done. In most cases, buildings were discussed with the specification department 
and the structural engineers in the very beginning, before the concepts were 
fixed. That building is a concrete structure, it’s not a steel building. It’s what they 
call composite construction. 

 
Blum: It’s a fooler. It surely looks like a steel and glass building. 
 
de Blois: Yes, it sure looks like a steel and glass, but the columns are set back. You don’t 

see columns in the wall. They are set back 15 feet on the 59th Street wall. The 
columns on the Park Avenue side are quite close to the skin. There was no 
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setback on Park Avenue except at a notch between it and the adjacent existing 
building on the corner of 58th Street and Park. The site was owned by the City of 
New York and the City of New York decided to sell it. The date was June 1956. 
They decided to sell it, and they sold it at auction for $900,000, which was very 
cheap for a corner of Park Avenue and 59th Street. But they sold it. I guess Pepsi-
Cola bought it, or an agent for Pepsi-Cola, and the adjacent sites going back 
along 59th Street were brownstones. There were five more brownstones adjacent 
to the site. And for a time, we thought, maybe we’ll be able to get these other 
sites. So we did some schemes with a bigger site. But the other properties were 
owned by a single owner represented by five people, and there was no 
agreement. So it wasn’t until later that those buildings were made available. And 
in 1984 Polshek became the architect for the building adjacent to the Pepsi-Cola 
as an apartment complex. But as I say, we started on this small site. The 
structural system was set, and the module in this case was selected. Gordon 
wanted twelve foot, rather than six foot, modules that created a problem if 
somebody wanted a fifteen-foot office. The partition would have to come into a 
gasketed connection at the glass, there wouldn’t be a mullion there, you see. I 
worked out the calculations based on the zoning ordinance the way it was. We 
built it as big as we could, and put in as many floors as we could, without 
setbacks except for the penthouse. Because the existing adjacent buildings were 
all taller, it allowed us to go a little bit higher. We made it as high as we could. 
The setback on 59th Street was so that we could go up in a pure rectangle. And 
so once all those decisions were made Bert Warrington, the job captain, started 
working on the detailing of the window wall. That was all done very carefully, 
with Gordon’s supervision. And the building turned out to look just like it does. 
And the planning efforts were small, you know, because it was a small site.  

 
[Tape 3: Side 2] 
 
de Blois: Okay, so we lined up the core elements along the south party wall of the 

building, and made as much open space as possible. And then we did some 
typical floor layouts but no programming. Later on, we started programming. 
This was just a question of doing a building with as much space as we could 
build on that site. 
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Blum: You were the senior designer. 
 
de Blois: Yes, I was the senior designer. I did the design drawings. 
 
Blum: One of the problems, it is said, that women run into is that when they get in the 

field, contractors don’t respect them. Did you have any problems like that, on 
this or other projects? 

 
de Blois: I didn’t have any problems like that. Seldon gave orders to contractors directly. 
 
Blum: Did you inspect the work? 
 
de Blois: Yes. I often did that. But on Connecticut General, we had an architectural 

supervisor, who was on the job all the time so I consulted him directly. And he 
was the one who was writing all the memos and was responsible, really, for that. 
Later on, at the Union Carbide building, I worked very closely with the 
contractor.  

 
Blum: And did you run into any problems like that? 
 
de Blois: No, he used to get the subs to listen to whatever I said. 
 
Blum: Oh, so he supported you? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes. We often worked with Turner Construction Company and George A. 

Fuller Company. These contractors all worked very closely with Skidmore on 
many projects. Turner and Fuller did practically all the early SOM buildings in 
New York. If I had been working on projects out of the city, I might not have 
been in that position, because the contractors would be, more or less, local. But 
since I was relegated, you understand, to New York and Connecticut projects 
because they didn’t want me out representing them in Istanbul or anyplace else. 

 
Blum: Are you saying that tongue in cheek? 
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de Blois: No. that’s true. They didn’t think it was proper that a women with children—or 

even a pregnant woman—should travel and represent them. 
 
Blum: I’m not sure that I follow the rational behind that policy.  
 
de Blois: But they didn’t mind me being a representative in those projects in New York, 

you know? 
 
Blum: How did you feel about that? 
 
de Blois: Well, that was a time when projects in New York were the most important 

projects. 
 
Blum: Well, you certainly have to your credit a string of some of the most important 

buildings: Lever House, Pepsi-Cola, and now Union Carbide. 
 
de Blois: And Union Carbide. 
 
Blum: That was about the same time as Pepsi-Cola, only it's a building that’s gigantic in 

size compared to the diminutive size of Pepsi-Cola. 
 
de Blois: I remember, Gordon called me into his office. And we were still at the Madison 

Avenue office. And he told me about Chase Manhattan, his new job in 
downtown New York and he wanted me to start work on that. And then, within 
the next three or four days, he said, “Well, we’ve got another new job in New 
York for Union Carbide.” Then it was a matter of which one is going to go first. 
And how are we going to do this? Well, it turned out that both projects went 
ahead at the same time. He selected Jacque Guiton to go on Chase. And Gordon 
worked mostly on Chase because he was interested in the Rockefellers and 
shared their interest in the artwork. I worked on Union Carbide. with his 
approval as usual, but you know, he was very occupied otherwise.  
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Blum: Well, I understand what you’re saying, but you know, Gordon must’ve had 
confidence in your ability to carry this off to give you the lead in Union Carbide. 

 
de Blois: Yes. We had the same problems there of developing partition systems, lighting 

systems, air distribution systems, things that weren’t on the market.  
 
Blum: And you had experience designing those systems. 
 
de Blois: And we had done a lot of research at Connecticut General, and so we got 

involved in that. And I remember when a mockup was made of the building as it 
was being developed. And having Gordon come out and look at what we were 
doing, and approve what we were doing. I had a big staff of people working for 
me, and then more in the production department. Was that Al Labie, too? No, I 
don’t think it was. Al Labie was on Connecticut General job. I don’t remember 
who the project job captain was on Union Carbide. Well, that doesn’t make any 
difference. 

 
Blum: If I can put my fingers on it… Here it is. Union Carbide, you’re looking for the 

job captain? It was Barry Oberlander. 
 
de Blois: Barry Oberlander, yes. I worked with Barry on quite a few jobs. He was young 

and very capable. 
 
Blum: Natalie, sometimes you’re called the senior designer and sometimes you’re called 

the project designer. Is there a difference between the two, as far as what you do? 
 
de Blois: No, the function didn’t change at all—the function was the same. And in 

Chicago, I think they called it project architect but the function was always the 
same. You were working for a partner in charge of design, and answering to him. 

 
Blum: And for you that would have been Gordon. 
 
de Blois: In New York, yes, that would be Gordon. So the title is not important. 
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Blum: For Union Carbide, because of the size the building was to be, was the big 
challenge the fact that it was built over existing railways? 

 
de Blois: Well, one challenge was to find a place to put the columns. We couldn’t transfer 

the columns loads from a fifty-two-story building onto a girder, and still get the 
trains in underneath it. You know, there were clearances, and there were definite 
places where the column lines could be. The tracks ran north and south, and our 
columns had to fit between their columns on their column lines. 

 
Blum: I see. 
 
de Blois: The actual shape, the size of the tower had to do with two things, the depth of 

the office space and the size of the core. Taller buildings require more elevators, 
and the central core becomes bigger, so that the building can be bigger. The 
project almost filled the site. The distance from the core to the window wall was 
based on office sizes, adjacent workspaces and the corridors. The lobby was on 
the second floor. And that was because the elevator pits couldn’t go below the 
ground floor, because they’d interrupt the train traffic. So, the train was 
something we had to consider. 

 
Blum: Union Carbide was a huge building. Was there any special challenge that it 

presented? 
 
de Blois: Well, structural sizes are always important. And of course, the higher the 

building is the larger the columns had to be. The problem was always to keep the 
columns out of the office spaces and provide more flexibility. And so the spans 
and the railroads had to be coordinated. There was a problem of where to put the 
mechanical equipment, whether to put it all at the top of the building or lower 
down. Generators had to be put on the twelfth floor because we had only a small 
amount of basement space along Madison Avenue. The whole elevator system 
presented a fascinating problem. Noguchi did studies for the front of the Union 
Carbide building but we didn’t use any of them. 

 
Blum: Was this for sculpture in front of the building? 
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de Blois: Yes, for a piece of sculpture. But we didn’t use it. The lobby at Union Carbide 

was very important, the selection of the core materials and the installation of the 
escalators. The restaurant was a problem, because the staff size was so big. 
Unfortunately, the kitchen didn’t fit on the same floor, so the kitchen had to be 
upstairs—I think it was upstairs—so it could feed into the cafeteria line. Most of 
these jobs all had big cafeterias and restaurants for their employees. When I was 
working on Union Carbide I was asked to go on this television program called 
“To Tell the Truth.” The jury was told that one of the contestants had just 
designed a fifty-two story building, the Union Carbide building. Which one of 
the people up on the dais was actually the designer of this building? So that was 
fun but the most fun about it was that afterwards, I got just swarms of letters 
from people who had picked up the show. Nat Owings wrote me from San 
Francisco that a taxi man had told him that there was somebody from Skidmore, 
Owings and Merrill on TV. And the vice-president of Connecticut General wrote 
me a letter and said he just missed it, “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to 
be on TV?” And all kinds of people came out of the woodwork to say they had 
been watching that show. That was kind of fun. 

 
Blum: Well, that was one of the fringe benefits of having worked on Union Carbide. 

Another building that is dated in the same year is Emhart, which brings us back 
to the Connecticut General site. You were on that job. 

 
de Blois: I was on that job. And I was on that job because the client was satisfied with 

Connecticut General—it was the same client. Frazar Wilde was on the board of 
directors of Emhart. Before we get to Emhart there were two other jobs that I 
worked on that were wonderful experiences. One was the Lincoln Center for the 
Performing Arts, and the other was a preliminary study for the 1964 world’s fair 
to be located at the site of the 1939 New York world’s fair. I was moved to Wally 
Harrison’s office to do the Lincoln Center work. A special office was set up for 
the joint design work of Harrison and Abramovitz, Philip Johnson, Eero Saarinen 
and Gordon. Each member of the team had one designer draftsman in that office. 
I was Gordon’s representative. The first stage was the selection of the site plan 
and location of approaches and underground services. Proposals to combine 
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building uses recommended by Gordon and Eero were thrown out and the 
individual building scheme went ahead. But the combination of Eero’s and 
Gordon’s buildings was the result. The Vivian Beaumont Theatre and the library 
for the performing arts were treated as one building. The stacks of the library 
were placed in the truss space over the Saarinen auditorium. It was a great honor 
for me to have done this work with Eero before his death. The 1964 fair site 
study, during the summer of 1960, was with Wallace Harrison, Edward Durell 
Stone, Henry Dreyfuss and Gordon. We made a design proposal that was not 
accepted by Robert Moses and his committee, so Gordon resigned. He didn’t 
want to participate in something he did not believe in. All this was reported in 
the New York Times. And then Emhart started and I was taken off the 
development of the interiors of the Lincoln Center library. 

 
Blum: Shall we go back to Emhart? You said that Frazar Wilde was on the board of 

Connecticut General and Emhart.  
 
de Blois: Yes, he was. Emhart was a hardware manufacturer in Hartford. We went to their 

factory buildings for meetings in the beginning. The proposed building was 
concrete but not totally concrete. The roof structure was lightweight steel. The 
single office floor was supported on concrete mushrooms columns, so as to give 
us big spans. And then above that, was steel. Now, this whole development 
made me think, what’s Gordon doing here?  

 
Blum: Well, you know, he has been quoted as saying that it was the Emhart job that 

brought about a big change for him, because of the concrete. 
 
de Blois: Because of the concrete. 
 
Blum: He said they "wanted a building that would float, so we needed mushroom or 

tree-like columns. And that could only be done in concrete." 
 
de Blois: Yes. And of course, working that out and working out the dimensions for the 

office and research functions was an interesting project. And it was the first time 
where he used these sliding connections between the concrete and the steel. You 
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see, steel and concrete don’t have the same qualities of expansion. One moves in 
one way and one moves in the other. So the connection has to be a flexible, 
movable joint. And so that was the first project that Gordon got involved in that. 

 
Blum: Did you think this building floated? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, it floated! It definitely floats. I remember at one point early on, you 

know, it was very critical that the relationship of the building to the grades be 
corrected. Joanna Diman was doing the civil work. And at one point, I told 
Gordon, “I think you ought to raise the building up a foot and a half or so, so 
that you can see that floating.” So that was a very important feature. Gordon 
agreed, and we raised the elevation of the building higher so that there would be 
enough space floating through. I just hate the way we did the dining room. And 
the pictures of it that are at the statehouse in Hartford just make me sick. 

 
Blum: The state house in Hartford has a current exhibition on “Save Connecticut 

General.” What was it you didn’t like? 
 
de Blois: In order to do a public dining room that didn’t interfere with the office space or 

the research area in the middle and the open courtyard, we hung the dining 
room under the office slab, on the view side, where the grades were lower. And 
it’s just awful.  

 
Blum: You hung it beneath? 
 
de Blois: Yes, beneath it. On the ground floor, you entered the building through a lobby 

off the courtyard. A big enclosured research area was on this level and upstairs 
was the office floor. And where were we going to put the dining room? We put it 
in the wrong place. I think it looks awful there. It has a nice view—it might better 
have been on the roof, I don’t know where, but it certainly looks awful. Really. I 
hate it where it is. 

 
Blum: But at Emhart, the problem of a parking lot that Connecticut General also had, 

was solved. 
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de Blois: Oh, yeah, the idea was good but the cars didn’t all fit.  
 
Blum: They didn’t? Oh, I thought the car park problem was solved. 
 
de Blois: Well, we tried to solve it, but if you compare the number of square feet required 

to park one car with the number of square feet per person required in office 
space, it just could never work unless we had more than one level of parking. 

 
Blum: Then by figuring that out, you knew ahead of time that there wouldn’t be 

enough space for the cars. 
 
de Blois: That’s right. We knew. We put the cooling towers outside of the building to keep 

the building clean. And the same thing at Connecticut General. It was interesting 
to work on that project. It wasn’t maintained anywhere near as well as 
Connecticut General. I suppose it’s maintained as well now, because it’s owned 
by Cigna. They bought it.  

 
Blum: Well, Cigna bought both Connecticut General, and Emhart, to have the entire 

campus. 
 
de Blois: Well, they didn’t—they owned Cigna. Cigna is Connecticut General. Cigna is a 

combination of Connecticut General and INA, another insurance company.  
 
Blum: Oh, so they were Connecticut General and they bought Emhart. So they own the 

entire setting. 
 
de Blois: Yes. They said they owned more than 550 acres. 
 
Blum: So the fate of Emhart hangs in the balance, as well as that of Connecticut General.  
 
de Blois: To my mind, Emhart is not as important as the Connecticut General. I think the 

siting of Emhart is just beautiful, up there on the hill. You see, since we built it, 
they’ve had it renovated. The big research area in the middle had no windows at 
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all. The renovation put in a courtyard with offices around it, so that they could 
have windows. The renovation was done by a Hartford architect. But that 
building, of course, doesn’t suit the client’s use now. 

 
Blum: And the current owners? 
 
de Blois: Well, yes, the current owner who is Cigna. It was the first time that we started 

working with Carl Morse of the Diesel Construction Company. And I remember 
that as a turning point, in terms of the whole architectural profession. The 
contractor was becoming more important than the architect.  

 
Blum: Interesting turn-about. 
 
de Blois: Yes. And the construction management was telling us how to do it. Well of 

course, he didn’t tell Gordon what to do on Emhart. He came in too late to do 
that. But he did have lots of suggestions. And we had an interesting time in 
working out the concrete finishes. Gordon was very interested in what Eero 
Saarinen had done in gap-graded concrete that heretofore, he had never 
considered. That was also the first building I worked on where the curtain wall 
was set back from the roofline. The columns were of this gap-graded concrete 
going up to the joint with the steel. The window wall was a gasketed system, 
which was also different. I’d never used a gasket framed window wall like that 
before. Perhaps it was cheaper. 

 
Blum: So this job presented new challenge for you? 
 
de Blois: Yes, architecture changed all the time. It has always changed, it’s never been 

boring. The whole business was changing rapidly, very rapidly. 
 
Blum: And by 1961—let’s take stock for just a minute—you had four young children, 

and a career at SOM in New York, but you moved to SOM Chicago. 
 
de Blois: Well, I divorced my husband, too. 
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Blum: That really was a banner year for you. So why did you decide to move to 
Chicago, with all these good professional opportunities in New York? 

 
de Blois: Well, that was probably the end of those good things. Certainly, that was the end 

of the Emhart project. And then there were a couple of other things. There was a 
project in Ohio, a bank. Somehow, the office work was on a down slope right 
then. 

 
Blum: The New York office? 
 
de Blois: Yes, just because of the economics of the day. My former husband had remarried 

and was living in Chicago. And his new wife wanted to help take care of the 
children. And on my vacation, I took the two little boys out to Chicago. And they 
stayed with their father and their stepmother. And I visited in Chicago. I stopped 
in the office of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill and Bruce Graham welcomed me 
and said he’d like me to come work there, and… 

 
Blum: Did you propose that to him? I mean, were you thinking of that? 
 
de Blois: No. No. He proposed it. And he said, “We’ll make you an associate partner.” 

And so I took the children back home to New York. I thought about this business 
of having the children see their father, and the fact that the whole business of 
commuting was getting me down. So I told Gordon that I was thinking of going 
to the Chicago office. And Gordon told me, “If you want to go to the Chicago 
office, that’s fine,” he said, “But I want to tell you three things. One is, you’ll 
never get along with Bruce Graham. Two is, you’ll never be made a partner”—as 
though I had been asking to be a partner there—I hadn’t. 

 
Blum: Well, had he considered making you a partner himself? 
 
de Blois: I don’t know. I’m just telling you what he told me that I would never be a 

partner, because they would not… Basically, I think his theory was there’s not 
going to be any women partners, ever. “And thirdly,” he said, “you can always 
come back to New York, if you’d like to.” 



 
 

80 
 
 

 
Blum: That was your insurance if Chicago didn’t work out. 
 
de Blois: Yes, that was insurance—not that I thought I needed insurance—so I decided to 

go. I picked up my kids, put my house on the market—I had a house in 
Greenwich at the time—and I moved my family to Chicago. And Bill Dunlap and 
his wife Beth were very gracious and helped me find a place to live. Of course, 
the children stayed with their father. And I found an apartment on the same 
street with Gertrude Kerbis and Bill Dunlap, and that was 529 West Belden. I 
rented a floor of a three-story house, a beautiful stone Victorian. 

 
Blum: One of the graystones? 
 
de Blois: Yes, one of those lovely graystones on Belden Avenue. And later, I bought the 

house, that whole house, for something like $50,000. 
 
Blum: Those were the days of opportunity. 
 
de Blois: Those were the days! Then I started working in the Chicago office for Bruce. 
 
Blum: What was the Chicago office like, compared with the New York office? As you 

entered, what were the immediate differences that you saw—size, staff, 
whatever? 

 
de Blois: Well, the Chicago office was in the Inland Steel building, and was a nice open 

space. I never had worked in a space with windows on four sides like that 
building is. And of course, New York is different than Chicago, you know. 

 
Blum: What do you mean? 
 
de Blois: New York City is a different place. 
 
Blum: Because Chicago isn’t as big?  
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de Blois: No it’s just a very different place. I guess I was preoccupied with family matters. 
My oldest child got a scholarship at Francis Parker School, and they suggested 
that I send the other children there. I thought that was a good idea to send all 
four children to the same school. So they were all together, and they had that 
support. And I was close to downtown. It was very different than… It wasn’t a 
commute and the drive to the station and a long walk to wherever the office was. 
In New York I always walked from Grand Central up to 56th or 57th Street, 
wherever the office was. And that’s a long walk. It took a lot of time. So it was a 
different way of life. In Chicago because the children went to a school near home, 
they didn’t have to take buses, they walked to school. And there were parks 
nearby, so it’s nice. I liked it. You know, everybody used to always say, “Oh, this 
is the second city.” All cities are different—there’s no first, second, third, or 
fourth place. 

 
Blum: Inside the SOM office, was it as large an office as you had left in New York? 
 
de Blois: No, but the Chicago office did the same things that the New York office did. 

They set up an office in the Carson Pirie Scott building, when the project for 
Hancock Tower came along. Our office space requirements changed.  

 
Blum: Well, Walter always complained that he was never in the Inland Steel building, 

he was across the street. He worked in a different location for his projects. 
 
de Blois: In 1962, when I was there, I think Walter’s jobs were on one side of the room and 

Bruce’s jobs were on the other side of the room. And their offices were on 
opposite sides of the building. 

 
Blum: Walter and Bruce were the two design heads? 
 
de Blois: Yes, and the two design heads was a very different thing than New York. Now, 

when I left New York, we were over at 575 Park Avenue—we had moved again. 
It was a bigger office. We had windows on two sides, and a courtyard on the 
third side. It was a big office, and there were more private offices—the offices 
were bigger. 
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[Tape 4: Side 1] 
 
Blum: We were just looking through some photographs and articles, and we came 

across a beautiful photograph of Pepsi-Cola. And I said it reminds me very much 
of Inland Steel in Chicago. And you had something to say about it. 

 
de Blois: Yes, I was interested because I just read Gordon’s oral history transcript. And 

evidently, he was involved also in the design of Inland Steel. Or that’s the way it 
seems in his report. You know, he came from Chicago, and they wanted him to 
work on the building. And so he worked on it, and according to his transcript, he 
worked on it with Walter Netsch. So the first time I met Bruce Graham, he came 
to New York—when I was still in the New York office—at Gordon Bunshaft’s 
bidding and he had the drawings for Inland Steel. Gordon introduced him to me 
and asked me to look at his drawings. According to the transcript, Gordon swore 
that it was Walter Netsch who had worked with him. And he said Bruce Graham 
didn’t have anything to do with it. But I know very well Bruce Graham had 
something to do with it, because Gordon introduced me to Bruce, you know? 

 
Blum: Well, I don’t know when this meeting you refer to was but in the Chicago lore 

about Inland Steel, Walter and Bruce were each vying for credit for Inland Steel. 
And somehow over the years, it’s finally been resolved in this way. Walter began 
work on it and had a certain concept for it, and when Walter was called away to 
work on the Air Force Academy in Colorado, Bruce took over. Bruce’s idea of 
how it should be was not the same concept. I think Walter’s idea was that it 
should’ve been like a Pompidou Centre, with all the cords and the wires and the 
pipes running between a glass sandwich, on the outside of the building. And 
Bruce’s concept was different. But Bruce finished the building. So initially, he 
used the footprint and some of the things that Walter had designed. 

 
de Blois: Any design will develop. Well, it interested me because Gordon said definitely 

Bruce had nothing to do with it, but Gordon was the one who introduced me to 
Bruce for the first time, when Bruce was making that trip to New York to show 
Gordon drawings of Inland Steel. 
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Blum: Well, maybe that was after Walter had left for Colorado. 
 
de Blois: Maybe. I also remember that Gordon had something to do with the design of the 

Air Force Academy. Yes, I mean the client wanted him to be the designer. So 
that’s why Gordon was going back and forth between New York and Chicago. 

 
Blum: Do you think that he was overseeing the Chicago projects? 
 
de Blois: I don’t know what he was doing but after one trip to Chicago Gordon brought 

me the drawings for Walter’s chapel. He asked me to look at them. I didn’t have 
much to say. 

 
Blum: What was your impression? 
 
de Blois: I was quite impressed with it, actually, and I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t 

say anything. I gave them back to him. They were very interesting. Gordon, 
talked to me about these projects going on in Chicago. 

 
Blum: Do you think that was because he thought you were going to be going to 

Chicago? 
 
de Blois: Oh, no, no. 
 
Blum: …or just as a colleague, in New York, he shared this? 
 
de Blois: Yes, he just saw fit to show them to me. He introduced me to Bruce, and then 

showed me Inland Steel drawings first, because that was at 425 Madison Avenue. 
And when I saw Walter’s Air Force building, it was at 575 Park Avenue. So I can, 
you know, date them by the office’s location. I can remember the surroundings, 
and how I existed in those surroundings in relationship to where Gordon’s office 
was.  
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Blum: Yeah. Well, that’s very interesting. You said before that one of the differences 
you found between the Chicago and the New York office was that in New York, 
Gordon was the supreme head designer. Approval had to be obtained from him. 
And in Chicago, there was Walter’s studio and there was Bruce’s studio. When 
you came to Chicago, how did you know where you belonged? 

 
de Blois: Oh, because Bruce was the one who hired me. Bruce was the one who asked me 

to come to Chicago to work for him. Walter didn’t ask me to work for him. I told 
you about Pat Swan in the New York office. 

 
Blum: Yes. 
 
de Blois: Pat Swan had gone to Okinawa. And then somehow, she got waylaid and went 

to Chicago. She worked for Bruce on the Equitable building, laid out the design 
concept. And then she came back to New York. I talked about going to Chicago, 
and I said, “Well, maybe I’ll go to Chicago.” So I did go to Chicago. And the first 
project I worked on was the Equitable building. And of course, the design 
concept had been set. It was set way back from Michigan Avenue—that was part 
of the contract with the Chicago Tribune. They couldn’t build in that front space. It 
was built as close as possible to Michigan Avenue.  

 
Blum: Well, that’s a very important corner in Chicago on the river, right across the 

street from the Wrigley building. 
 
de Blois: It is. And it’s a great location. It’s nice to have the street front open out, where the 

river and the bridge are, so you can see where you are and orient yourself to the 
city. 

 
Blum: One of the things that Bruce said in his oral history about Equitable and you, and 

I’d like to quote, he said, “We had Natalie de Blois, who was a designer from 
New York who came to Chicago. We didn’t know where to put her to work. So 
we put her to work on Equitable. She didn’t quite understand it. The New York 
office was more the Bunshaft scheme, the Lever House vocabulary. If you look at 
Lever House, and Connecticut General and Manufacturers Trust, they’re all a 
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curtain wall. And that’s not what I had in mind. It didn’t matter. But she was an 
experienced associate partner; she knew how to put a team together and make it 
work. She was a tough lady to work with. But I was in charge of design, not 
Natalie.”  

 
de Blois: That’s right. That’s right. 
 
Blum: Is there any validity to what he’s saying about a New York approach and a 

Chicago approach? 
 
de Blois: Well, obviously, he felt there was. 
 
Blum: Well, did you think there was? 
 
de Blois: I was not aware of those differences. I was flabbergasted when I got to Chicago. I 

found out that everybody talked about nothing but Mies van der Rohe. 
Everything was Mies. There were people who had done detailing in Mies’ office; 
there were people who studied with Mies at IIT. I was not familiar with Mies. 
And so in that respect, probably what Bruce says is so. I mean, he puts a different 
turn on it, but it’s right, I didn’t understand Mies. I just sat down and went to 
work. 

 
Blum: Well, Chicago had had a heritage of building buildings that emphasize the 

structure. 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: So Mies sort of fit well into that construct. 
 
de Blois: Oh, obviously. He was oriented in that direction. 
 
Blum: Perhaps what Bruce is talking about is an emphasis on structure that maybe 

wasn’t as prominent in New York. 
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de Blois: Maybe. I was trying to think of buildings we did in New York that did have a… 
Well, for instance, the Union Carbide building. The columns are right on the 
outside of the building. And they’re black and they’re as strong as a building like 
Equitable. It was a flatter skin, yes. 

 
Blum: Well, you’re right; you did walk into the Mies van der Rohe hornet’s nest. 
 
de Blois: That’s right. 
 
Blum: Did you know any of this before you came to Chicago? Did you have any inkling 

of what Chicago was going to be like? 
 
de Blois: No, that was a surprise to me. Mies van der Rohe was still alive, too. 
 
Blum: Oh, yes, yes. Gertrude said something about the Chicago office. She said, “The 

Chicago office is sexist, more reactionary than New York, in terms of women’s 
lib. Natalie had had significant jobs in New York, met clients, maybe because of 
Gordon…” I mean, she was really saying that you were much further along in 
the process in New York than she was ever able to achieve in Chicago, at 
Chicago SOM. Do you agree with this? 

 
de Blois: Oh, sure, I do. I had been at it longer. I started before she did. And I worked on 

major projects. And she didn’t. She didn’t, for years. Forever, actually. 
 
Blum: Well, she did the dining hall in… 
 
de Blois: The Air Force Academy. That was for Gordon and Walter Netsch. She says she 

did it for herself, that she was the designer. But there’s no project at Skidmore, 
Owings and Merrill that wasn’t done under the auspices of one partner in charge 
of design. Senior designers didn’t do projects by themselves. And I read the part 
that Gertrude said about the Chicago office and her frustration in not being given 
responsibility for a whole job. Well, she was working for Skidmore, Owings and 
Merrill. I didn’t expect projects that I worked on to be called "by Natalie de 
Blois." I did think that my name should be mentioned in publications as the 
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project designer but I didn’t expect to be a partner. I was working for somebody. 
But I certainly was given more responsibility than Gertrude ever had. But 
somehow, I think she… I wasn’t thinking, this is sexist or that isn’t sexist. I 
certainly wouldn’t agree with her that one office was sexist and the other one 
wasn’t. 

 
Blum: Or was less sexist? 
 
de Blois: Actually I thought Chicago would be less sexist. Bruce promised to make me an 

associate. That happened in 1964. But I was working on projects in Washington, 
D.C., and New York City, I was working on projects all over. And I could go to 
those places. There was no problem.  

 
Blum: Do you mean to meet clients? 
 
de Blois: To meet clients and attend progress meetings. One of the things I wanted was to 

get out and see the world. Well, I had enough of traveling very quickly because 
with four children, it was a little much to get up at five or six in the morning and 
take an airplane to New York, Washington or Hartford. I did this for many years. 
There’s no question about it, Bruce had no qualms about my going outside the 
office. It was very different. So in a way, it was less sexist than New York, in that 
respect. 

 
Blum: Well, to pursue this thinking, I think in art circles, as well as architecture, it is 

thought that in the the Midwest, and that includes Chicago, taste is more 
provincial than on the coasts, either the West or the East Coast. 

 
de Blois: Yes, so I understand. 
 
Blum: Yeah. And perhaps the freedom for a woman to develop goes along with that 

thinking. 
 
de Blois: That’s kind of far-fetched. 
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Blum: Is it? 
 
de Blois: I think so. All cities are different. I’ve lived in quite a few different cities, in 

Texas, Chicago and New York. Each one is a different place, totally different, and 
is generated from different forces. I thought Chicago had sort of an inferiority 
complex about being the Second City. But I didn’t see it that way at all. 

 
Blum: What was Chicago like in the sixties when you arrived? 
 
de Blois: Well, I can’t really tell you what Chicago was like. 
 
Blum: Well, your acquaintance with it, your awareness of it. 
 
de Blois: An aspect of the SOM Chicago office that I liked a lot was I found out that… I 

was in the mayor’s office almost immediately about one project or another 
development. First one was the Illinois Central air rights studies and then 
Equitable. These were more city planning projects. They were projects that 
involved the environment of the city. I worked mostly on projects out of town, 
but for those projects that I worked on in this city, there was more 
communication. I’m talking about communication between the SOM office, Bill 
Hartmann, and Bruce Graham and city hall, and the different people at city hall 
who were responsible for the development of different areas. 

 
Blum: Was this Mayor Richard Daley? 
 
de Blois: Yes. And he had some very bright people working for him. 
 
Blum: Well, you know, Chicago’s reputation and I don’t know this firsthand. But 

Chicago’s reputation is that you really can’t get anything done in the city of 
Chicago, until you’ve connected with the mayor, the aldermen, the unions.  

 
de Blois: Yeah. This kind of fits in. I went to the New York City Building Department 

maybe once or twice in my first eighteen years. Somebody else took care of that. 
There was no interface between the mayor of New York and what Skidmore was 
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doing. But in Chicago, this was a very important contact that Skidmore had 
made, Bill Hartmann, and I guess Walter Netsch. They, all three of them, were 
very much politically involved. I thought it was very interesting and thought it 
was a good experience. 

 
Blum: Who would’ve been the equivalent of this kind of authority in New York? Would 

it have been Robert Moses? 
 
de Blois: Well, maybe you’re right. Robert Moses was responsible for isolated projects that 

involved parks, roads, bridges and tunnels. He was a very strong political person 
and Mr. Skidmore did have good contact with him. But somehow, it wasn’t like 
what I’m talking about in Chicago with Mayor Daley.  

 
Blum: Well, he had the title and the power. And I don’t know what Moses’s title was, 

but it seems that he had an awful lot of power. 
 
de Blois: He had a lot of power. I’m not sure what the connection was but he had a very 

close connection with Wally Harrison or Skidmore.  
 
Blum: Wasn’t Wally Harrison connected by marriage to the Rockefeller family? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I think you’re right. But somehow, there was a connection with Moses. But I 

don’t know where it was. It may’ve been through the Rockefellers.  
 
Blum: When you were working in the Chicago office, you say you had projects out of 

the city as well as in the city. 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: And you discovered this connection between SOM and the politicos through the 

meetings over projects in the city. Was there a project that stands out in your 
mind as being particularly challenging?  
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de Blois: Well, most projects are really exciting and challenging, when you first get them. 
You know, it’s like a new world. 

 
Blum: A new puzzle to figure out? 
 
de Blois: A new puzzle. One of the first projects I worked on after the Equitable building 

was an apartment complex in New Jersey along the Palisades, called Horizon 
House. 

 
Blum: So you were in Chicago and you were working on a project in New Jersey. 
 
de Blois: Yes. And I was flying back and forth to New York. It was a job for Tishman 

Realty and their offices are in New York City. But for some reason, political or 
otherwise, Tishman liked to work with the SOM Chicago office. So I worked on 
several jobs with Tishman. The Horizon House apartments in Fort Lee, New 
Jersey were one of those projects. It was a very terrific site right on the palisades, 
overlooking the Hudson River, in the area that I was born and brought up. It was 
a poured in place concrete building. There were 540 apartments. It was an FHA 
project, which meant that you had to comply with all kinds of rules and 
regulations: size of rooms, where the windows are located, land-planning 
requirements. 

 
Blum: Was this subsidized housing? 
 
de Blois: Yes, it must have been subsidized; it was FHA. We had to comply with FHA, so 

that the financing, the Tishman financing of it was FHA. Now, I don’t know 
whether that meant it had to be subsidized; it was private housing. But we had to 
comply with all those regulations. But that was not my responsibility. There were 
two 29-story high-rise buildings. And there were some low garage structures. 
Bruce’s scheme for it was one that he had actually used on a site down at the 
University of Chicago for a small housing project. The concept eliminated corner 
windows. The corners were turned with concrete L-shaped shear walls that 
continued at right angles. That was an interesting project because of working on 
housing. I hadn’t worked much on housing. There was some housing we did in 
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Germany, under the FBO contract. But I hadn’t worked on apartment houses 
before. 

 
Blum: Well, that’s interesting, because in the women’s lib literature, they say that 

housing is the sector in the field of architecture where women are most likely to 
work, because of home and mother and all this. And this was your first large job 
in housing. 

 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: Who did you work with? 
 
de Blois: I was working with Bruce and… Who else was on it?  
 
Blum: Was Bill Hartmann involved in this project? 
 
de Blois: I don’t think so. I could be wrong but I don’t think Bill Hartmann worked on 

Tishman. Al DeLong was project manager and Ferd Scheeler was job captain.  
 
Blum: Is it accurate to say that you were drawing on your experience with your 

previous buildings in concrete? Or was there no carry-over? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, there was. Concrete or a steel or frame building present quite different 

problems. 
 
Blum: You said that Pepsi-Cola was in part concrete. 
 
de Blois: It was composite construction, steel reinforced concrete. 
 
Blum: And Emhart? 
 
de Blois: Emhart was concrete with roof spans of lightweight steel. The Hilton Hotel in 

Istanbul was concrete. I had worked on many concrete buildings before. There’re 
a lot of smaller buildings such as schools and hospitals other than the ones we 
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talked about. Smaller buildings, would tend to be done in concrete, went up very 
well. But no, it’s just a cumulative sort of thing. You know, you build up a certain 
knowledge, and you use it. But I had never worked on a large housing project. I 
did the lettering, I did the Leroy lettering on the Abraham Lincoln project in 
New York City. That was where I started out. But that was hardly designing a 
high-rise apartment house, like the one at Horizon House. But for Tishman, we 
worked on several other projects. 

  
Blum: Housing projects? 
 
de Blois: No, not housing, office buildings. Many times, we started on projects that never 

got built. 
 
Blum: Tishman was the financier or the developer? What was his role? 
 
de Blois: Tishman was the developer and the contractor. This was a big change. When I 

left New York and was working on Emhart, Carl Morse was hired by the owner 
to advise on the construction. He was head of Diesel Construction Company. 
With Tishman, of course, it was the same sort of thing. This was the movement to 
take architecture out of the architect’s hands and put it in the hands of the 
developer, so that the man who was buying the construction materials, was 
determining what the building was going to be like. And of course, it developed 
to the point where from the sixties on—I think Emhart was 1962—I worked with 
Diesel Construction and I worked with Tishman Construction, and I worked 
with Oliver Tyrone, rather than with the clients. The developers were the clients, 
and not the occupants of the buildings.  

 
Blum: Did things change as a result of a developer wanting a building that he could 

make money from? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yeah, sure. 
 
Blum: Did it change as far as you were concerned, as the designer? 
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de Blois: Of course it changed, because he was calling the shots. He was calling the shots. 
He was telling you what it had to be. When I had a good understanding of the 
developer, he became more like a client and I found I could learn a lot. I did 
work on some speculative work, but mostly the developers were working on 
buildings for specific clients. 

 
Blum: Well, maybe Nat Owings, in his book that he wrote in 1973, was right when he 

said he’s disappointed that SOM today is a firm of order takers, and not idea 
people.  

 
de Blois: Well, the whole architectural business was changing at that time. 
 
Blum: We’re talking about the 1960s. What were the other projects that you worked on 

with Bruce? 
 
de Blois: Another big project for Bruce was the World Bank in Washington and it also was 

concrete. It completed a city block of World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund buildings. The concrete was clad in travertine because of height restrictions 
it could only be thirteen stories. It was a fascinating project because of the 
interrelations with the banks earlier buildings. The typical floor had no hung 
ceilings. Instead there was a beautifully finished waffle slab. This made the air 
distribution system unique. The developer on the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development was the GSA, the General Services 
Administration.  

 
Blum: Are there any others that come to mind? 
 
de Blois: Later I worked on the Boots Pure Drug project in Nottingham, England. It was a 

two-story company headquarters, quite dramatic. I went over in the very 
beginning, talked to the client and did programming and worked there. Bill 
Hartmann was on that project. We had English associates, Yorke, Rosenberg and 
Mardall, because we couldn’t do the work in England unless we had a local 
associate. I worked in their London office for short periods of time and made 
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several trips to England. And that was an interesting project. We did all the 
interiors of that building and the World Bank. 

 
Blum: Was Bruce also with you on that? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. Certainly for any presentation Bruce was there. I wasn’t making 

presentations. But as far as programming and analyzing the existing 
organization of Boots, I did that myself with staff from the associate. That wasn’t 
the kind of work that Bruce would do. I mean, he’d take your information, he’d 
understand your information, and follow your thinking, but he was basically 
more involved in the overall concept. That project was an interesting planning 
project. It was a larger country site where there is a historic building, which is a 
factory built in 1930. It’s a chemical factory that was designed by Sir E. Owen 
Williams for the Boots Pure Drug Company. 

 
Blum: Where they actually manufactured the pharmaceuticals? 
 
de Blois: Yes. The site was large and included an assortment of structures. The factory was 

a very interesting modern building.  
 
Blum: From the photographs I’ve seen that have been published in some of the 

architectural journals, the headquarters building looked very much like an 
Emhart or a Connecticut General set out in the country. But the photographs that 
you’re looking at look more citified.  

 
de Blois: You’re looking at the factory building with mushroom columns and flat slabs. 

The bay size related to the manufacturing process. But now the building is 
obsolete, because it was designed for vertical assembly of parts and that isn’t the 
way they work anymore. But it is a very beautiful building, and it dominates the 
site where the new headquarters was to be built. 

 
Blum: Now, this was out in the country, in a park-like setting. 
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de Blois: Yeah. Well, it was a large flat plain adjacent to a river that goes through 
Nottingham. And we did all the layouts, it was very much open planning. 

 
Blum: You said you also, that SOM also designed the interiors. 
 
de Blois: Yes, we did. 
 
Blum: Did you work on any of the interiors? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I worked on most of the interiors, planning and furniture. Richard McKenna 

was the designated interior designer. The furniture was actually all made by the 
Boots Pure Drug Company. 

 
Blum: The furniture was? 
 
de Blois: Yes. Because they are an enormous drug company in England, they had factories 

to make the shop fittings for all their 13,000 shops they had all over England. So 
that was interesting. The departmental layouts were very dense compared to 
American standards, you know. There was less space per person. So it was a 
different kind of activity, undoubtedly. And we did a couple of schemes for 
other development on the site. But that was the only building that was built. I 
worked on Boots and then there were several other buildings. One in Hartford, 
called the Hartford Fire Insurance Company, which is downtown. You can see it 
if you walk up the hill just a little way. It’s a great big black box. 

 
Blum: Did you work with Bruce on this project? 
 
de Blois: With Bruce, yes. But they actually did Hartford Insurance in Chicago, and that’s 

why they… 
 
Blum: Well, they did more than one Hartford building. 
 
de Blois: There are several Hartford buildings. And they were working on those buildings 

with Bruce, and I guess they liked Bruce, so they hired him to do a new building 
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on their home office site. It’s an addition to their home office. But it’s an 
independent high-rise black box. 

 
Blum: Do you like it? 
 
de Blois: Well, I don’t think it’s very appropriate in the context of Hartford. There are a lot 

of lovely old insurance buildings downtown, and so it was jarring to have this 
black box. It’s not that big a city. Harold Schiff of Diesel Construction was the 
developer.  

 
Blum: Was the design set before you entered the project?  
 
[Tape 4: Side 2] 
 
de Blois: No, I went to the first client meeting in Hartford when I was given the project. In 

New York if I didn’t have all the information or didn’t know exactly what 
Gordon wanted, I would normally do sketches, if I had the time. But I found out 
that Bruce didn’t want me to do that. He wanted me to wait and take instructions 
from him, that is what he wanted. That’s what I did. 

 
Blum: Were you too independent?  
 
de Blois: Perhaps. It was an entirely different thing in New York. I could come up with 

any ideas. Not that Gordon would accept them, but he would let me hang them 
up on the wall, and then he’d say, “Well, I want to do this.” But Bruce was a 
different thing. He was more touchy about the basic conceptual design. Of 
course, there were all kinds of design questions that came up as a project 
develops, and we work on it eight hours a day or ten hours a day.  

 
Blum: How did that work? If Bruce did the concept design were you to work out all the 

details or develop them to a more advanced stage? How did it work between 
you and Bruce? 
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de Blois: Well, he wasn’t that concerned. Or I guess maybe he was, I shouldn’t say he 
wasn’t, because I’m not sure. But on Equitable, Horizon House and Boots, I 
always had three or four people working for me, drawing, working on details, 
working things out. So, we didn’t wait on every call from him. 

 
Blum: Although the nature of your connection was somewhat different, were you 

working as closely with Bruce, like second in command, as you had been with 
Gordon? 

 
de Blois: Yes. You asked if I was called project designer or project architect or senior 

designer or studio head. The job was always the same, taking a conceptual 
design and developing it, making it comply with the building codes, making it 
comply with the requirements that existed, whatever the client wanted. You 
know, client program things. And everything was reviewed. Everything was 
reviewed. 

 
Blum: Well, in the statement I read that Bruce made, he said that you really knew how 

to put a team together and make them work. So was that part of your 
responsibility? 

 
de Blois: I guess so. 
 
Blum: Were you in charge of picking your people?  
 
de Blois: Picking my people? No, I had some people assigned to me as needed and 

available. Usually after someone was assigned to me they remained with me 
working on different jobs. 

 
Blum: And apparently, you cracked the whip, and they worked. 
 
de Blois: Well, I didn’t think I was cracking the whip. There were certain job captains I 

worked with, which was a wonderful experience, because they knew so much 
The job captain is the one who takes the design and puts it into working 
drawings. And so there’s a lot of coordination between the working drawings 
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and the design drawings. Another thing that was different in Chicago was that 
the mechanical and structural engineers were part of the SOM staff. In New 
York, we used outside consultants. And that was, at that time—I don’t know 
what it is now—but at that time, you see, we were just a small office. We had to 
reach out to get Mr. Weiskopf and Pickworth, Mr. Syska and Hennessey, and 
Paul Weidlinger and Severud, Elstad. We had to reach out to get these 
consultants. And we didn’t have enough room. You know, New York has a 
much more cramped feeling than the Chicago office.  

 
Blum: Which method worked best for you? 
 
de Blois: Oh. Either one would be fine. I think I probably worked better with the New 

York system, because of the people that were involved. 
 
Blum: Because of the personalities of people? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. Compared to some of the staff in Chicago. 
 
Blum: By 1964, you had been promoted to the second level of partnership. 
 
de Blois: Yes. And that’s what Bruce did. He said he would make me a partner when he 

asked me to come to Chicago. What he meant was he was going to make me an 
associate partner, he wasn’t going to make me a full partner. I think that was 
what Gordon was talking about when he said, “You’ll never be a partner.” 

 
Blum: What did you understand Bruce had said to you? Did you think that he meant 

that you would be, at some time in the future, a full partner? 
 
de Blois: Oh, no, I didn’t. 
 
Blum: You just thought that he said what he thought he said, which was an associate 

partner? 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
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Blum: What levels are there? Is participating partner the first rung? 
 
de Blois: Participating partner or participating associate, I’m not quite sure which. 
 
Blum: Okay, but that’s the first promotion. Then the second promotion is associate. 
 
de Blois: And then the third is a full partner. Bruce and I both became participating 

associates at the same time. I had been there ten years. It took me ten years to 
become a participating associate, and I imagine it took him three years. Then, 
five years later he had made associate and was a full partner. By the time I got to 
Chicago I hadn’t even gotten to the next step. It took me another ten years to get 
up to associate partner. 

 
Blum: What were you thinking at that time?  
 
de Blois: No, that didn’t bother me. I didn’t really think I wanted to be a partner. 
 
Blum: To be a partner you would’ve made a lot more money. 
 
de Blois: Well, that’s true, I probably would’ve made a lot more money. I didn’t make 

much money at Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, I did enjoy my work. I had a 
wonderful, wonderful experience. I wasn’t climbing any ladder. And when, in 
1975, I think it was, when Susana Torre or one of those people who instigated the 
“Women in Architecture” exhibit and book, said, “She was never made a 
partner." Well, I didn’t ever expect to be made a partner. Really didn’t.  

 
Blum: What were you thinking when you saw all the men around you advancing on a 

much faster track? 
 
de Blois: I don’t think they weren’t having as much fun as I was and they didn’t have four 

children that they were responsible for, you know? 
 
Blum: How, in that sense, did your move to Chicago work out? 
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de Blois: Oh, well… 
 
Blum: Were your children happy and did you have a little help with baby-sitting and 

things like that? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I had help with baby-sitting and in Chicago. We lived near downtown and 

commuting to work was easy and the children all went to the same school. 
 
Blum: Francis Parker? 
 
de Blois: Francis Parker. The youngest one started in pre-kindergarten, and there was one 

in the kindergarten, and another in the fourth grade. My oldest was in high 
school. He was about fourteen. And I liked the school. And I liked where I was 
living. 

 
Blum: And were you still interested in your jobs. 
 
de Blois: And I was still interested in my jobs. I’d have to say I sort of lost interest after the 

shift from Bruce to Myron. I worked for Bruce for about eight or nine years, eight 
years, and then I worked with Myron for about four or five years. 

 
Blum: Why the shift? 
 
de Blois: Why the shift? Well, Bruce didn’t want to work with me anymore. 
 
Blum: Did you not get on well with him? 
 
de Blois: I thought I got along all right with him, but he decided to drop me. He didn’t 

talk to me about it, so I don’t know. 
 
Blum: But you were obviously receiving the vibes. 
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de Blois: Yes. My name was left off credit lists of publications. I was assigned to 
interesting, large jobs to begin with and then he lost interest in me. He was 
interested in other designers, and they got the projects. It was kind of like, you’re 
put up on a shelf, and that wasn’t very nice. I was given small assignments. But 
he basically didn’t want to work with me anymore. 

 
Blum: So Myron was next in line? 
 
de Blois: No, Myron wasn’t next in line. Actually, I didn’t know about this—it came kind 

of as a shock to me and that’s probably because of my basic innocence—but 
Bruce got one of the other partners, Fred Kraft, to talk to me and tell me that 
Bruce no longer wanted me to work for him. 

 
Blum: So he got Fred Kraft to speak to you about it? 
 
de Blois: Yes and then they got in contact with Bunshaft in New York. And Bunshaft told 

them they couldn’t fire me.  
 
Blum: So he was still, at a distance, he was still sort of your mentor? 
 
de Blois: Yes, well, he was the kind of person who never wanted to fire anyone, you know. 

He was a very loyal person. And so after that, Myron offered to have me work 
with him, so I started working with Myron Goldsmith.  

 
Blum: Were Myron’s interests compatible with what you had already experienced in 

Bruce’s studio? 
 
de Blois: Well, they’re two entirely different people. What do you mean by interests? 
 
Blum: Well, I know Myron was interested in the tube building, and developing 

something like that. 
 
de Blois: Well, Myron is a much slower thinker than Bruce or Gordon. It wasn’t really 

anywhere near as interesting working for somebody who couldn’t make up his 
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mind what he wanted. It was such a tedious job for him to make decisions that it 
really turned me off. The only thing that was interesting was that I was working 
on a couple of projects with clients who I liked and were alive and alert. I 
worked with Oliver Tyrone on several projects—the Equibank project in 
Pittsburgh and several other office buildings—and that was a lot of fun, because 
I worked directly with the developer/client. He called me up about questions, 
because they wanted answers. And we worked out alternate schemes for 
development on different sites in different cities and did zoning calculations. I 
was always interested in zoning, and at that time there were many zoning issues 
in different cities. You did projects in Pittsburgh or in Cleveland or in some other 
place, and every time you go to a different city, there’s a different zoning 
ordinance. They may have the same building codes, but the zoning ordinance, 
the allowable density of building was different. Each project was a new challenge 
and I liked that. Bruce was very sharp on this, too. But Myron kind of didn’t… 
He was an entirely different person. 

 
Blum: Did you feel you had more freedom to develop ideas and concepts under Myron 

than you did under Bruce? 
 
de Blois: No, not really, not really. I showed him everything. And I just got anxious about 

the whole thing. We worked on a building for the St. Joseph Valley Bank in 
Elkhart, Indiana. And that was an interesting project. 

 
Blum: Was that a high-rise? 
 
Blum: It’s a low-rise office building. I forget how many floors it is, four or five floors, 

something like that. But the scheme was set by Myron as far as the outside of the 
building before I was assigned to the project. It was a typical steel frame building 
with infill windows. The client was interesting and I went to client meetings with 
Myron. The interiors were all done by our office. Margaret McCurry was in 
charge of the interiors. I worked with Margaret on several jobs. And that was a 
lot of fun. The bank occupied the whole building. I don’t think it was a 
spectacular building in any way, but it was a nice building. And we didn’t have a 
developer telling us what to do. It was, in that respect better because we worked 
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directly with the client and became good friends. I have letters in my file from 
Terry Brennan and the president of the bank. They were nice people to work 
with. 

 
Blum: In any of the projects you worked on, either with Bruce or with Myron, both of 

them worked very closely on some projects with Fazlur Khan. Did you ever have 
an opportunity to work with either of them and Faz Khan? 

 
de Blois: Oh, yeah, I worked with Fazlur Khan on a lot of these jobs. And I even worked 

with him on some of the developer jobs. But I really didn’t work very closely 
with him. 

 
Blum: I thought he worked mostly on the high-rise projects. 
 
de Blois: Yes, he did, the big high-rise projects, which were in Chicago. You have two big 

high-rises. 
 
Blum: Both Bruce’s? Hancock and Sears. 
 
de Blois: I worked on Hancock a little, but not really much. I think I worked on the garage 

scheme. People got moved around, worked on different projects. Hancock wasn’t 
my project. No actually, Fazlur wasn’t there when Hancock was started or he 
may have been there, but there was another structural engineer who was in 
charge in the office. I forget what his name is.  

 
Blum: Was it Kornacker?  
 
de Blois: I don’t recognize that name, no. 
 
Blum: What about Sears? 
 
de Blois: I wasn’t assigned to that either. I didn’t work on it at all. I may have worked 

temporarily on one aspect or another, but not for long. I remember being very 
interested in what they were doing. Bruce would talk about it and I was 
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interested in its structural concept. Bruce talked about all this, his structural 
theories and his great prowess with clients. He was a very interesting person, I 
thought, and very smart, too. 

 
Blum: How do you think he treated you as a woman on his staff? 
 
de Blois: I can’t tell you how he treated me as a woman, I don’t think that was a problem. 
 
Blum: The 1960s, which is the decade you’re talking about, when you worked on some 

of these projects with Bruce and then with Myron… The 1960s was quite a 
defining moment in American history. It was a time of turmoil. The civil rights 
struggle was at the forefront, women’s lib found its voice, Vietnam, 
assassinations, student revolts. And you must’ve been in Chicago in 1968, when 
the Democratic convention was there, and then the Chicago Seven trials that 
followed. The status quo was under attack from every quarter. 

 
de Blois: It was under attack with my children, too. 
 
Blum: In what way? 
 
de Blois: The day of a big Civil Rights march, there’s a picture of Daley walking down the 

street and a couple of my kids trailing him. What were they doing downtown? 
What were they doing over there in Lincoln Park, you know? 

 
Blum: Young people were very much involved in what happened. How did this 

turmoil, these new elements, how did they play out as far as you were 
concerned, in the office? 

 
de Blois: In the office? In the office, I guess I was mostly nervous about what was going 

on. I was nervous about how I could get out of the building, in case it was 
stormed. I used to worry about how I’d escape from that floor, that Inland Steel 
building is a strange building. It has two stairs, but they’re both in the same 
place. I don’t know how it ever passed through code inspections. 
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Blum: Well, it wouldn’t have in later years; it did at the time. 
 
de Blois: It should never have been approved. 
 
Blum: Well, with that windowless tower, that would never have passed code a few 

years later. 
 
de Blois: Yeah, but everything was in that service tower, so that to get there if something 

happened you’d have to jump out of a window. I used to worry and wish I had a 
rope here, so that I could jump out of a window, because things were so violent.  

 
Blum: Were other people in the office concerned about their own safety? 
 
de Blois: I don’t know. 
 
Blum: Walter has said that at this time, when the civil rights movement was surfacing, 

that he held meetings in the office, and anyone who was interested could come 
and attend. Did you attend any of those? 

 
de Blois: Never heard of it. 
 
Blum: Well, perhaps it was only for his studio but that wasn’t my understanding. 
 
de Blois: I don’t remember anything about it. I was never involved in it. Well, Walter was 

more concerned about social issues than Bruce or Myron. I did a lot of traveling, 
and it concerned me to leave four children going to school and coming home 
alone. I always had somebody in the house, but it was a problem. I can’t think of 
exactly how it may have affected any of the particular jobs I was working on. 

 
Blum: Well, I would think that the interaction within the office might have reflected 

some of this. How many women were in the office, approximately? 
 
de Blois: Oh, I don’t know, quite a few. You’d have to ask how big was the office? 
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Blum: How big was the office? 
 
de Blois: There were always four or five women in the interior department. And as the 

interior department got bigger so did the number of women. It’s interesting that 
back when we did Connecticut General, we worked with Knoll Associates; but 
that was the last time we worked with Knoll. We specified Knoll furniture. But 
we never worked with Knoll again as interior designers. 

 
Blum: You’re saying that as if there is some deeper meaning behind that. Was it not a 

compatible relationship? 
 
de Blois: I didn’t think it was. Shu Knoll got too much attention for Gordon’s… 
 
Blum: Oh. You mean it was between Gordon and Florence… 
 
de Blois: Yes. And that was when he decided, SOM was going to have an interior 

department. 
 
Blum: I have read that for some of these jobs, there was furniture that had been 

designed for a specific job, manufactured, and then sold by SOM. So they 
developed sort of an interiors department that also did some manufacturing and 
sales to outside clients. 

 
de Blois: Well, that’s possible. I don’t know anything about it. We designed partition 

systems, lighting systems and air handling distribution systems. And we 
designed workstation systems, which were really furniture. Kleinschmidt and 
Powell both used to work in the interior department in Chicago. They designed 
furniture and it was fabricated. 

 
Blum: By SOM? 
 
de Blois: I don’t think SOM ever went into the manufacturing business. I don’t believe so.  
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Blum: Well, with all of this turmoil going on in the 1960s, it seems to me that it began to 
bear some fruit in the 1970s in the women’s movement. And you were very 
active in promoting the status of women architects. 

 
de Blois: That’s right. And it was in 1973… It all started when the "Chicago Women in 

Architecture" first got together. We became very active.  
 
Blum: Were you a founding member of that group? 
 
de Blois: I think I was a founding member. I think Gertrude Kerbis says she’s the founding 

member and I wasn’t even there, but if you look at all the records, you’ll see that 
Gertrude was at the first couple meetings and never came to a meeting 
afterward. We had a difference of opinion. 

 
Blum: Gertrude and you? 
 
de Blois: Yes. She was far more advanced than I was in terms of women’s rights and, what 

was the term she used? She was very concerned about women asserting their 
ways and consciousness-raising. And at the time, I’d never heard about that. 

 
Blum: That was one of the flash words. 
 
de Blois: Well, I thought when we had our first meeting, which was in her office—and she 

called the meeting together—my thought was that this was so wonderful to meet 
all these women who were working in offices in Chicago. Of course, I had a lot of 
women friends at the office. 

 
Blum: At SOM? 
 
de Blois: Yes. There was Margaret McCurry, Pao Chi Chang, and Brigitte Peterhans. There 

was always a group of women. When we first started those meetings, for two or 
three years, we were going strong. We had a group of about ten loyal women, 
including Carol Barney and Margaret Young. And this group I thought it was 
more an issue of getting together with like women, and supporting them in 
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whatever way we could. This consciousness-raising was just a little bit above my 
head. I didn’t go for that. And Gertrude didn’t think just getting together for 
camaraderie was enough. So that’s how we sort of separated on that. 

 
Blum: Well, I have seen a lot of informal papers calling people to meetings. And often, 

penciled up in the corner would be “Supper at Natalie’s on Belden.” 
 
de Blois: Well, I remember Carol Barney was twenty-five and I was fifty. And I remember 

her climbing up the stairs, she’d always come to the meetings. She was working 
at Holabird and Root then, and there were a couple of other women who worked 
at Holabird and Root. And there were a group of us that were very, very close-
knit. It was very meaningful. 

 
Blum: I mean, the sharing was obviously there, but was there a goal or a purpose of the 

group beyond just the camaraderie? 
 
de Blois: We did, we organized and became a non-profit organization. I’m sure we had 

goals but I’ve forgotten the details.  
 
Blum: Well, there were several groups around the country. One in New York, perhaps 

more than one in New York. In Cambridge, there was another. 
 
de Blois: And in Boston and in San Francisco and Los Angeles. In 1973, I was invited to 

Washington University. One of our members had gone to Washington U. in St. 
Louis. And they decided to have a "Women and Minorities" conference. And this 
woman asked me if I’d speak. That was the first time I went to this sort of 
meeting. And I was just amazed! There were all these people out there, men and 
women, asking questions and, “How did you do this?" "And how did you do 
that?” And that was when I ran into my friend Judy Edelman, who had gone to 
Columbia and was in the class behind me. Judy was involved in national AIA 
Women in Architecture Task Force, which was started in 1974, and then she 
asked me to take Joan Sprague’s place in 1975. So I went to Washington and took 
part in the task force. The task force had specific aims and goals that concern 
women in the profession. 
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Blum: Let’s go back to the Washington University conference. You made two 

presentations—that was in 1973—two presentations at that conference. One was 
titled “Architecture, or the Rewards of Building Buildings,” which obviously was 
about your work. The other talk you gave was “Role Conflict: Professional, 
Mother, and Wife.” 

 
de Blois: Well, everybody always wanted to know how did I do it? How do I bring up 

four children and work full time as well? 
 
Blum: Well, how did you do it? 
 
de Blois: How did I do it? Well, I had no alternative, you know? I had divorced my 

husband in 1960. At that time, I had four children. I had to work. My husband 
didn’t support me or the children. I liked my work and I liked my children. It 
wasn’t a matter of how I would do that. Well, the response to those two speeches 
was just very surprising to me. It kind of blew my mind. I hadn’t thought about 
all those things. 

 
Blum: Well, did that sort of raise your consciousness, to realize there’s lots of women 

out there who share some of your concerns? Some more aggressively than others. 
 
de Blois: Yes. But you see, at that point, 1973 through 1975, I attended a couple of other 

conferences put on by ACSA. ACSA is the American Collegiate Schools of 
Architecture. There was one at the University of Nebraska, one in Champaign, 
Illinois and one in Michigan. That was when I was winding up at Skidmore. So 
these things all interested me. I had five or six different people saying, “Well, 
Natalie, why don’t you come teach over at Circle Campus?” And I took part in 
some reviews there and I decided I would like to teach. 

 
Blum: Was it because of your experience, or because women, at the collegiate level, 

were not encouraged? 
 
de Blois: That’s right, both reasons. 
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Blum: Or let me put it another way. Were women discouraged from going into 

architecture? 
 
de Blois: Yes, definitely. What was the question now?  
 
Blum: Well, my question was, what was your connection, or what was your underlying 

reason to teach? To encourage women at the collegiate level? Or to expose 
students to the experience that you had had. 

 
de Blois: Both, both. By exposing women to my experiences I could encourage their 

development. But I couldn’t get a job there. 
 
Blum: Why? 
 
de Blois: I forget who was in charge, but they just weren’t interested. 
 
Blum: Weren’t interested in you? Weren’t interested in a woman?  
 
de Blois: I don’t know whether it was me or because I was a woman. They certainly 

weren’t interested in me. 
 
Blum: Were you thinking at that time that it would be advantageous for you—as you 

were perhaps losing interest in some of the building projects—to sort of shift into 
architectural education? 

 
de Blois: Yes. But as I say, I couldn’t get a job there. I forget who I talked to. 
 
Blum: The dean? 
 
de Blois: The dean, whoever it was, they weren’t interested.  
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Blum: As I told you I received a batch of papers, papers regarding the women’s 
movement in the early seventies. And in Chicago, there was an effort to develop 
a mailing list, members of the local groups. 

 
de Blois: Oh, yes, we did that. 
 
Blum: There was a study to develop purposes, goals. Where was all this effort being 

directed? 
 
de Blois: Well, there were publications at that time. And I could show you; I’ve got just 

piles of paper upstairs, the beginning of our Chicago organization. And then 
while I was still in Chicago, I went to New York to talk with Susana Torre and 
others who were writing a book and planning an exhibition. There were a lot of 
things going on. And it had something to do with my idea of being on the task 
force in Washington, D.C. The men who used to be presidents of the AIA and are 
still president, vice-president, so forth, they can just take off from their work and 
spend, you know, endless hours of service and travel. And it’s obvious that 
they’re still getting their salaries. They have people to do their work for them, 
you know? Helmuth Obata and Kassabaum, all those big firms, take all this time 
off. Well, Skidmore wasn’t really ready to pay me a full salary and have me go 
down to Washington. I never asked them, but somehow my projects always 
interfaced so that I’d be finishing one and another one would be starting. It was a 
continual workload. And I felt responsibility to clients. It wouldn’t work. So that 
when I decided to retire I wanted to have time to do other things. But it was silly 
to think that I would retire and not work again. 

 
Blum: Judith Paine, wrote the essay about you and your career for the catalog that 

accompanied the exhibition. 
 
de Blois: That’s right. 
 
Blum: There were essays by different authors. And Judith Paine wrote the essay about 

you.  
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[Tape 5: Side 1] 
 
Blum: One of the points that she made was that the reason you were no longer with 

SOM was because you were just fed up with the slights, the discrimination, all 
the hardships that were put upon you as a woman in that male-dominated firm. 

 
de Blois: Well, there were slights, but they were mostly personal things, I thought. I took 

them personally but with time these things are forgotten. 
 
Blum: You didn’t take them as a representative of your sex in that office? 
 
de Blois: No. 
 
Blum: In 1973, just to further this issue, there was an article that appeared in one of the 

magazines. And Bertha Whitman, who was an elderly architect, at that time 
living in Evanston, wrote a letter to the editor of that magazine and said—this 
was in response to another article—“I’m glad you covered the issue of women in 
architecture.” And she said, “The Chicago chapter is very chauvinistic”—the 
AIA chapter—“and will barely speak to a woman architect.” Gertrude 
apparently picked up on that letter to the editor and wrote to the executive 
director of the Chicago AIA at the time, who was Will Hasbrouck, and she points 
all this out and says there’s a problem here. And Will writes a letter back to her, 
which I think is very telling. He first said, “I read your letter with amusement. 
And then when I started thinking about it and talking to people about it, I 
realized there is a problem.” And then he goes on to respond to Gertrude and 
said, “Yes, there’s twelve female members in the Chicago chapter,” out of 
hundreds of men. And he sent her a list of those women. He said, yes, all of this 
points up a problem. “I can offer no solution.” He said, “If a solution is going to 
be effected, you’re going to have to do it.” So I think this letter from the executive 
director of the AIA is very telling, in terms of where the thinking was in 
December of 1973. 

 
de Blois: Yes. The women who took care of that were the women who were out in San 

Francisco, I believe. The year Whitney Young got up and gave his speech to the 
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AIA and told them what bigoted people the AIA were. That has changed. That 
organized the San Francisco group that organized the AIA task force in 
Washington. And I think that’s where that move had to be made.  

 
Blum: In Washington? 
 
de Blois: Yes, at the national AIA. And then it was disseminated to all the different 

chapters so that the AIA in different places were all given the reports made by 
the task force. So that, in a way, answered Hasbrouck. You know, he’s saying he 
can’t do it, and telling Gertrude she has to do it. And it was done all over the 
country within the AIA. 

 
Blum: Well, now, are you saying that change was a result of the task force study and 

report, on which you were one of the three members? 
 
de Blois: Five. 
 
Blum: One of five members. Is that what turned the tide? 
 
de Blois: No, but it did change things in the AIA. The tide was a movement taking place 

all over. In New York, the book Women in Architecture by Susana Torre traveled 
all around the U.S. and was influential. The show came to Houston, Texas, when 
I was there. 

 
Blum: Was this the Brooklyn Museum show? 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: And there were several in New York. And there were some in Chicago, too. 
 
de Blois: Yes, this was the same show. When I left Skidmore I took a year off. I took my 

bicycle and rode all over Europe. And I worked on the task force and I went to 
different women’s meetings and became very involved. Then I took a job in 
Houston in 1975. When I got to Houston, Rice [University] Alliance asked me to 
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be part of their efforts to bring the show from Brooklyn to Houston. At that time, 
there were no women in architecture—according to the local men—absolutely no 
women.  

 
Blum: In practice or teaching or what? 
 
de Blois: Yes, teaching, doing anything in architecture. They said, “No, we don’t have any 

women here.”  
 
Blum: This was at a firm in Houston? 
 
de Blois: No, this was in the whole city. The Rice Alliance was telling me this and the local 

AIA told me this. And so our first task was to go out and find all the women. 
And of course, there were hundreds of them. And there were women working 
on their own, and there were women… not more than any place else in America, 
but there were women out there doing it, you know? There were women in 
offices. There were women in the office of the firm I went to work for in 
Houston. I went to work for Neuhaus and Taylor. And later they changed their 
name to 3-D International. There were a group of people from the Chicago SOM 
office who moved to Houston.  

 
Blum: Chicago SOM. So you weren’t alone. 
 
de Blois: Yes, Chicago SOM. There was an enormous amount of work in Houston because 

of the oil industry. And in Chicago the load of work was dropping down, which 
had something to do with my leaving. So there were about eight or ten Skidmore 
people in this Houston office at the time. 

 
Blum: It was going to be a familiar situation for you. 
 
de Blois: Yeah. So they kept calling me up, “Come down, have an interview.” And so I 

did. I went down, had an interview with Harwood Taylor, who was a very 
charming fellow. And I liked him a lot and so I decided to go down and work for 
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him. It wasn’t the same kind of setups as they had in New York or Chicago. 
There was nobody telling me what to do, really. 

 
Blum: So were you really more independent there? 
 
de Blois: I was more independent, yes. 
 
Blum: Now, you’ve referred to your departure from SOM. How did it happen? Did you 

speak with Bruce? Did you speak with Fred Kraft?  
 
de Blois: I didn’t talk to Bruce and he never spoke to me. 
 
Blum: Oh. Did you send a letter?  
 
de Blois: No, no. I was working for Myron and I told Myron I was going to leave when 

this work was finished. I believe I also told Al Lockett, the managing partner for 
the Oliver Tyrone work that I would be leaving in 1974. That’s when I actually 
left, because I decided I’d been there thirty years and that was just about enough. 
It was thirty years. Thirty years! 

 
Blum: So you just told Myron. 
 
de Blois: Yes, and no one talked to me. No one talked to me about it. Bill Hartmann didn’t 

open up his mouth, he, didn’t even say goodbye. I’d known him ever since 1945. 
He didn’t say a word to me! Not a word. I think the only one who said anything 
to me was Jim De Stefano. He took me out to lunch. There was no to-do about it. 
They knew I was leaving, and I was leaving after certain things got cleaned up 
and my papers were passed on to somebody else. 

 
Blum: That was the same year you were made a fellow. And Jack Train proposed you 

and Nat Owings, Gordon, and—who else?—Gertrude, and three other people 
seconded the proposal.  
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de Blois: Yes, yes. Well, that was in the works before I left. That was in the works before 
1974. I got it in 1974, but it probably, was in the works in 1973. It was one of the 
first things… You said there was a list of the twelve women who were in the 
AIA; I was one of the twelve women, because I transferred from the New York 
office. Skidmore had put me in the AIA in New York in 1952. Bob Cutler, at that 
time, he was the president of the AIA, and he was very active in it. SOM paid my 
dues.  

 
Blum: You joined very early, if I’m not mistaken, in the fifties, 1954 or something like 

that. And even though your firm paid for it, did you see any point in belonging 
to the AIA? Did they help you in any way? What was the benefit to belonging to 
the AIA Other than credentials? 

 
de Blois: That’s all. That’s all. Because I didn’t go to meetings. I went down on a train and 

returned to Greenwich, Connecticut, where I had four children to take care of; I 
didn’t have time to go to meetings. I may have been at some meetings. Here’s a 
picture of me with Salvadori. That was probably an AIA affair, the AIA and the 
Marble Institute, and Salvadori, who was a partner of Weidlinger’s. I’d have to 
search my mind to think whether I had other contacts. It wasn’t as though I was 
living in New York. I had lived in New York, but I wasn’t involved in the AIA. 

 
Blum: Was the AIA in New York more active than the AIA in Chicago? 
 
de Blois: Well, they had a women’s organization before Chicago.  
 
Blum: The AIA had a women’s organization? 
 
de Blois: No, It was an independent women’s organization. And then we set up our 

independent organization in Chicago. And then when I went to Houston and we 
were preparing for the exhibit to come to Houston, we set up an organization; 
but we didn’t make it independent. We were part of the Houston chapter; they 
did the mailings for us, and they were very cooperative. And when you’re trying 
to get started as an organization, it helps if you can get somebody to do the dirty 
work. And we voted on it, and some people didn’t think we should go with the 
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AIA, because they were just against the AIA. But actually, the AIA made me a 
vice-president. 

 
Blum: The AIA chapter in Houston? 
 
de Blois: Yes, in Houston, made me a vice-president of programming or something like 

that. And I went to all the meetings. They were very receptive. 
 
Blum: So you became active in the AIA when you moved to Houston? 
 
de Blois: Yes, I did. 
 
Blum: The organization in New York, was it the Alliance of Women in Architecture? 
 
de Blois: Yes. 
 
Blum: They organized in the very early seventies. 
 
de Blois: Yes, very early. When I went to Washington, I met Marie Laleyan, who is from 

San Francisco. They were very organized there too. When I went to the 
symposium in Nebraska, ACSA Women and Minorities, I met women from Los 
Angeles, Seattle and Portland. I met those women then, and they were very 
active. They were the ones who listened to the Whitney Young talk, which was at 
the AIA convention in 1973, I believe. I didn’t go to that convention. At that time, 
I started getting very involved in AIA, because I thought it was important. I 
thought it was important that women, if we’re going to have all these goals in the 
AIA, that we should take part in their activity and act like equal members. 

 
Blum: As things were developing around this issue in Chicago, one of the goals of this 

informal program that Chicago women were trying to promote included 
language, sexist language in advertising. And among the papers was a little 
brochure, Guidelines for Equal Treatment of the Sexes. 

 
de Blois: By McGraw-Hill. 
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Blum: By McGraw-Hill. The brochure recommended that you shouldn’t say “fair sex,” 

or “the weaker sex,” you should say “women”. And "the girls" or "the ladies” 
should be referred to as “women.” I mean, all sorts of little things that one might 
not think about, were brought to light. 

 
de Blois: We covered all that kind of thing in the AIA task force reports. 
 
Blum: Yes, the report of the task force study pointed out three important things—that 

there were too few women in architecture, meaning that it goes back to the sexist 
language, to the architectural education, all of those very early things that could 
influence a woman away or towards architecture. The second important thing 
was discrimination in the salary, the promotion level, all of those things that you 
have been describing that happened to you in your career. The third important 
thing was that they felt alienated from the AIA, national and local, because they 
did nothing to improve the status of women. Those were the three important 
issues that were pointed out. And you say this got distributed in 1975. And after 
that, things began to change. Your direction certainly changed. 

 
de Blois: Mine? 
 
Blum: Yes. You were involved in women’s groups. You were teaching. 
 
de Blois: Eventually. I didn’t get a job teaching until 1980. 
 
Blum: Well, you were on juries, you gave lectures. 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. There was a lot of publicity. And it’s true I did teach when I went down 

to Houston. Harwood Taylor was teaching at University of Houston, and he 
asked me to go down and teach for him. So I taught for him. That was my first 
actual experience where I was teaching in 1975, probably. Right after I went 
down there. 

 
Blum: So it did begin in the early seventies. 
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de Blois: Yes. All of these things have to do with education, don’t they?  
 
Blum: Yeah, but it’s a step before it actually took hold in the office. It’s sort of setting 

the stage. 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes. The ACSA is an organization of architectural schools. And I was active 

in ACSA activities. I went to Cranbrook for a seminar and that’s where I met Hal 
Box, who was the dean of the school of architecture at Austin. I met a lot of other 
interesting people, but I met him. So when I moved to Austin, in 1980, and he 
found out that I was there, he immediately asked me to teach. So that’s how I 
really got a real job teaching. But in the meantime, I worked for four years in 
Houston. 

 
Blum: At Neuhaus and Taylor? 
 
de Blois: Yes. Or 3-D International. I worked on a very interesting project, which was for 

Pan-American hotels, a hotel in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. I went to Saudi Arabia 
several times. This is a country that discriminates against women. But that was 
an interesting experience, because the Pan-American headquarters were located 
in New York City. 

 
Blum: What was the Pan-American, Pan-American Airlines? 
 
de Blois: Yes. They own a hotel chain. The original hotel had been built by an English 

firm, Ove Arup, and we were going to build an addition onto the hotel. I was 
doing the work, doing the drawings and so forth. Then the client that was the 
Saudi Arabian government was coming in and I was supposed to make a 
presentation. And at the last minute, Harwood Taylor or someone told me that 
they’d decided I’d better not make the presentation, because I was a woman and 
these were Arabs. They decided at the last minute, they thought, Oh, my gosh, 
you know. 

 
Blum: Who was going to do it, if not you? 
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de Blois: Harwood Taylor probably made it.  
 
Blum: Did you say anything? 
 
de Blois: No, no. You could understand that, I mean, the client was from a very sexist 

nation. 
 
Blum: Well, I don’t know how far along you’ve read in Gordon’s oral history. But 

towards the end, he spoke about some project he had done in Saudi Arabia, that, 
he thought was his best, his most successful. And being Jewish, he’s never seen 
it. He regretted never being able to see it. So for reasons other than sex, he too 
was unable to… 

 
de Blois: Well, I would think he could’ve gone to… 
 
Blum: No. They sent Faz Khan, I think.  
 
de Blois: Is that right? Oh, yes. I think I might have heard some of it. But I had to have a 

visa to go to Saudi Arabia, and it certainly was a very interesting experience. We 
arrived at an airport where all the men are in white—white or black, I forget 
which, in all these flowing gowns. And the women were segregated. When we 
went to line up to get into the airplane to come back to New York, all the women 
were in one line together. No men at all, you know. So it was like the schools in a 
way. [It was like] how the schools used to be segregated. And I didn’t have any 
problems in Riyadh. But I think it was because mostly I was talking to the people 
who were running the hotel, you know, the Pan-American staff who were 
located there. 

 
Blum: Were they Saudis? 
 
de Blois: No, they were not. They were Americans working in Saudi Arabia for Pan-

American hotels. I forget what the name of the hotel is. But it was another hotel 
job, so that was interesting. And then I worked on a variety of little things in 
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Houston in those four years. I spent most of my time working on an office 
building in Seattle, Washington. Jerry Hines, the Houston developer was 
involved. 3-D International got his contract signed before we got ours signed, 
and so it was an wild experience with Jerry Hines, but not one that I’d like to 
duplicate.  

 
Blum: Why? 
 
de Blois: Because his interests did not always coincide with my aims. I spent a lot of time 

in Seattle programming all the different departments of the bank. The bank was a 
big bank and it must’ve had offices in at least fifteen different buildings in the 
city. 

 
Blum: Oh, did you have to consolidate them? 
 
de Blois: We had to bring them all together in a new building. So it was an involved 

project, and I enjoyed working in Seattle. The building was not very well 
received in the Seattle press. 

 
Blum: Were you the designer of the building? 
 
de Blois: I was the project designer, yes. Me and Jerry Hines. He was the developer. He 

held a lot of sway over what was done there. 
 
Blum: What was the configuration of the building? 
 
de Blois: It’s a high-rise building, a slab, with an outstanding core. Except there’s another 

stair in the building, not like Inland; it’s a much bigger floor plate. And John 
Skilling was the structural engineer. He’s an excellent engineer from Seattle. And 
I liked working with him and his people. And then, in my ACSA contacts, I had 
run into some young people who had followed me down to Houston and were 
working for me in Houston. And then they went out and worked on the project 
in Seattle. 

 



 
 

122 
 
 

Blum: Were they young people from SOM? 
 
de Blois: No. Young people from ACSA. 
 
Blum: Women? 
 
de Blois: Women, yes. There was one woman, who I hired to work for me in Houston, and 

then when I went to Seattle, she came also. She’s a very bright young woman 
who made out very well. 

 
Blum: What did you find the attitude towards women was in the Houston office? 
 
de Blois: Well, as I said, there were several other women in that office. That office was 

very unlike Skidmore. The staff changed all the time, there was an awful lot of 
change. I think in those four years, there were at least five or six different 
partners in charge of design. It wasn’t like working for Bunshaft or Bruce. There 
was change. Harwood Taylor was there only one year; and I can’t tell you all the 
other people who came along in that position. They had done quite a lot of work 
in Saudi Arabia. There was a fellow named David Graeber, who was in charge of 
the design department, for one year. He was an architect from Austin, Texas and 
a wonderful friend of mine over the years. After I left Houston and went to 
Austin he hired me whenever I’d agree to work on a project with him. So I acted 
as a special consultant for him, and worked on several different jobs up until 
1994. 

 
Blum: Oh. 1994. Well, that was a long time. Were you with Neuhaus and Taylor for four 

years, from 1976 to 1980? 
 
de Blois: Yes, and then I moved to Austin and started teaching at the University of Texas 

part-time for Graeber, Simmons and Cowan. I worked for David on several 
different jobs. After I left teaching, which was 1993, I worked another year or so 
for David. 
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Blum: So it was 1994. Well, that was a long time. You had a career in architecture of 
fifty years.  

 
de Blois: Yes, building buildings, yes. 
 
Blum: Did you find that when you did enter teaching, that there was any discrimination 

in academia, discrimination against women? 
 
de Blois: Yes, there was discrimination against women. And I was appalled to find it. 

When I first went to the University of Texas, I shared an office with a young lady, 
Nan Blake. She taught first year design in the architectural school for more than 
ten years. There was another woman who taught history. They had both gone to 
UT, and were removed from the architectural school as students because they 
were women. Nan Blake was totally discriminated against in grades and in 
advancement and everything, that after a couple of years—I don’t know how 
many—they advised her to get out of the school, that there was no place for her. 
And so she went into the school of photography. She did very well; she’s a very 
clever woman. And then later, she was given a job teaching at UT school of 
architecture. 

 
Blum: Where she had first been kicked out? 
 
de Blois: Yes. And she was teaching there when I got there. She was a very good teacher. 

And she had been there for ten years. 
 
Blum: With tenure? 
 
de Blois: With no tenure. And after ten years, they fired her because she’d never gotten an 

architectural degree. Now, what could be more stupid? Well, I heard so many 
stories of what had been happening at the University of Texas. I always thought, 
you know, they were way behind, in terms of women’s rights. But there were 
quite a few women teaching then. When you teach at an enormous university 
like that, you realize that the decisions are all made at different levels. But there 
were problems. But the students didn’t worry about it. 
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Blum: No, but could it have worked its way back to students in a very insidious way? 
 
de Blois: Well, I’m not sure that it did.  
 
Blum: The story you tell about how she was treated is very sad. Here you come from a 

hotshot firm in New York; you’ve built many important buildings. How were 
you treated?  

 
de Blois: Yes. Well, my courses were extremely popular. I have some pictures over there; it 

looks like thirty-six students in a class. That’s an awful lot of students to have in 
a design studio class. I taught design and high-rise buildings, and there wasn’t 
anybody there who knew anything about high-rise buildings. In fact, the dean 
said, “You know, I’m afraid you may find that the students don’t want to do 
high-rise buildings.” But that didn’t have any effect on me, it just went right over 
my head. And the projects were all announced, and the students swarmed to my 
studio. I had some students who took the course two or three times, if they could 
get themselves assigned to the class, because they liked it so much. And they 
learned so much. Because I taught all the nuts and bolts that I had learned. But 
was I discriminated, I certainly was discriminated in salary. The last couple of 
years I was there, they hired Charles Moore to teach. He died in Austin. And he 
was not very well. He traveled all over the world for jobs and he was not very 
often at the school. But it was a big name for the school. 

 
Blum: Did he have advantages that you didn’t have? 
 
de Blois: Definitely. Those people up at the top, they kept raising his salary, whether he 

did anything or whether he was gone or what. And that was one of the things 
that really irritated me, because he got about four times as much salary as I got. 
And I felt I was doing so much more. And there were other professors, also, who 
were very, very good with the students and did a good job. 

 
Blum: In spite of these disadvantages surrounding teaching, what were the rewards of 

teaching for you? 
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de Blois: Oh, the rewards are enormous! I have all these wonderful young friends, who 

are still friends, who keep in contact with me and visit and I see. I can find out 
what they’re doing, and how they’re progressing, and when they get married, 
and when they have children. It’s like a great big family. And it is a very 
rewarding experience to teach. And I found that I learned how to talk and how 
to present things and give speeches. I was not experienced giving a speech. I 
never had to present things, you know. I wasn’t trained to do that sort of thing. 
But when talking to the students I found that I learned a lot about making 
presentations. The dean of the school, Hal Box, taught a lecture class and what he 
did in this lecture class was, he assigned everybody to give a speech on separate 
days. In the beginning of the year, he’d assign what you had to talk about. You 
know, he’d say, “Natalie, you have to teach on March 11th.” 

 
Blum: Oh, was this with the professors? 
 
de Blois: Yes. He did this with the professors, we were all required to teach his class. And, 

you know, to get up and talk for an hour or so, or show slides. And this 
happened every year. I was there thirteen years, so I gave a speech every year. 
You couldn’t give the same speech every year, you know, because there were 
always a group of people who were there the year before. I remember one year, 
my telephone rang at a half hour before his class time and his secretary said, 
“Natalie, have you forgotten? You’re supposed to give a speech today.” And I 
said, “Oh, I did forget.” I lived nearby; I got on my bicycle and went down to the 
school. But by giving an impromptu speech, I learned that it was so much easier 
for me talking to communicate. I’m still not a great speaker, but I became 
comfortable doing it. And I got comfortable because I had to in my own class, 
too. I always talked in my studio class. 

 
Blum: So there were rewards to teaching that you didn’t find in practice? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes. When I left after thirteen years, I was given retirement pay. I worked at 

Skidmore for thirty years, and did not receive any retirement pay that would 
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help support me for the rest of my life. But at University of Texas, I have a 
wonderful health plan, life insurance and retirement pay. 

 
Blum: Was that negotiated when you first began to teach? 
 
de Blois: No, these were all set up by rules. When I first started teaching, Hal said, “You 

can teach whatever you want. Doesn’t make any difference what you teach, or 
how long you teach, or how many hours you teach a day.” So I started out by 
teaching only one design studio.  

 
[Tape 5: Side 2] 
 
de Blois: I decided that, Well, this is going to be worthwhile, I should stay. And I also 

found out that, according to the rules and regulations, your retirement pay was 
based on your three highest salary years. So, at that point, I just said, Okay, I’ll 
teach a full course. I’ll teach so that I’ll get full credit and I can raise my three 
highest salaries so I’ll get more of a retirement pay. So I did that. And it turned 
out to be very valuable, because when you get to my age, it’s a little difficult 
living on nothing but social security. 

 
Blum: So there were unforeseen benefits to teaching, other than the connection with the 

students and learning how to present a topic? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. And of course, the other thing, I told you when I was in Houston those 

four years, we started an organization there of women; and then when I came to 
Austin, I set up another organization of women architects. I ended up having all 
these wonderful friends in Austin who were in this group and didn’t have 
anything to do with the school. They were just women in architecture! And of 
course, I told you, I worked for David Graeber on several different occasions. I 
worked on a renovation of a high-rise building on Congress Avenue, the main 
street of Austin. That renovation was almost a complete building. It included a 
totally new window wall. 
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Blum: Well, you must have been very active. And the women in Austin in architecture 
were very appreciative, because there’s a scholarship at the University of Texas 
in Austin in your name. 

 
de Blois: Well, the scholarship was mostly from the monies that were collected from one 

of the clients of David’s office. Also David Graeber played an enormous part in 
developing that scholarship.  

 
Blum: Well, that was certainly a very appreciative gesture. What did you do to deserve 

a scholarship in your name? 
 
de Blois: To deserve it? 
 
Blum: Yes, and I understand the scholarship is awarded to a woman, of course. 
 
de Blois: Yes, and they had to be worthy students. I met only one of the young women 

who had been awarded the scholarship.  
 
Blum: Was this with the AIA, or independent? 
 
de Blois: It was with the University of Texas. The AIA gave me an award called the 

Romieniec award. They pick one educator every year from the whole state of 
Texas to get this award. And that was an honor.  

 
Blum: Was this for teaching? 
 
de Blois: Teaching. It was for teaching, yes.  
 
Blum: What had you done that they appreciated so much, that was the source of this 

student scholarship? 
 
de Blois: Oh, you know how all these schools are; they’re trying to raise money. They’re 

trying to get money from all kinds of sources. 
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Blum: They didn’t have to name it for you. There was a reason for that. 
 
de Blois: Of course, the school decided to do it because they appreciated my work at the 

university. We were a separate school, of about 600 students. It’s a big school. 
 
Blum: The architecture school? 
 
de Blois: Yes, yes. It’s a big school of architecture. And the staff decided that there should 

be a Natalie de Blois scholarship. And of course, they try to get a lot of 
scholarships, try to get money to support the school. And Texas is a rather well 
funded school.  

 
Blum: Natalie, you taught at the University of Texas. You were just talking about the 

benefits of teaching and of other things that came out of your teaching at the 
University of Texas. How would you compare the architectural education you 
received with the architectural education you were instrumental in imparting, 
fifty years later? 

 
de Blois: Well, the education at Columbia was far broader, in terms of learning about 

structures and mechanical systems. And it’s true, all those systems change. You 
know, you can teach something in school, which is totally out of date when you 
get into practice. And I think that’s kind of the philosophy they take. At 
Columbia, we had drawing classes and we had sculpture classes. We had, I told 
you, strength of materials; we had a broad idea of the different aspects of 
practicing architecture. At Texas, there were no drawing classes; they’d given up 
teaching drawing. A student could take elective courses in the art school if they 
wanted to, or they could take elective courses in the business school or the school 
of social research. Basically, they didn’t have much time for elective courses. 
There were history and theory courses and design studios. 

 
Blum: Well, doesn't design involve drawing? Wouldn’t you think that would be 

fundamental to an architect’s education? 
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de Blois: Well, of course. The whole way of teaching drawing has changed a great deal. 
Students were taking computer courses in how to do drawings. And this proved 
to be very valuable. A lot of the students found that they could get good jobs 
working as computer operators and never need to draw at all. 

 
Blum: Designers didn’t have to draw? 
 
de Blois: Well, not just designers, but because of their three-dimensional conceptual 

abilities, they were used by some of the computer companies to do very, very 
special jobs that related to the computer network. The students were amazing. 
They came from all over, and they were willing to work, and they had a good 
time, and… I think that the University of Texas was a good school. Some of the 
students were really fabulous. And there were students who were placed in 
architectural offices all over the world. They had a system where—I don’t know 
whether it was the second year or third year—they were able, if their grades 
were good, to apply for a job where they’d be working with some architect like 
Portzamparc in Paris or Gehry, or different architects all over the world. There 
are quite a few of them in Paris and London. They were paid a very minimal 
amount of money. But it was amazing how successful they were. I had a friend 
who worked in Paris, and before she knew it, I mean, within five years, she was 
made a partner of this good-sized firm in Paris. And why was she advancing, 
and other students were not? That was a question that we all had. It was 
suggested that our students were taught on a one-on-one basis. That’s the way 
the studios were set up. Evidently, the studios in France aren’t set up that way. 
They don’t have the Beaux-Arts system anymore but they don’t teach on a one-
on-one basis. And that was what they felt was probably the reason.  

 
Blum: Well, you personally had your own sample of what French education was like 

when you were on your Fulbright. 
 
de Blois: Yes, I did. 
 
Blum: I know, that was many years earlier and very different. 
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de Blois: And not at great length. But it’s true. I think I might’ve had one criticism during 
the time of the whole project. There wasn’t a lot of exchange between the 
professor and the student. The professor was never there, maybe he came once. 
His assistant handled the class. And his assistant was like a T.A. and it was an 
enormous class. I don’t know what it’s like now. But the example I’m talking 
about is more up-to-date than my education. 

 
Blum: Do you think the trade-off between drawing and computer work was an equal 

one? 
 
de Blois: Where, at UT? 
 
Blum: Yes, at the University of Texas and as it was used in all architectural schools. I 

mean, when the computer came in, drawing was diminished. 
 
de Blois: Well, I saw computer studies going on at UT. And I think they were just 

beginning when I was there. They had a computer department, and all the 
students could work on computers. 

 
Blum: Would you say the quality of the education of the architect is better today than it 

was when you were studying? 
 
de Blois: No, I don’t think so. Different certainly. One isn’t better than the other. 
 
Blum: You received the Romieniec award. Would you discuss this award? 
 
de Blois: Well, I think I did mention it. 
 
Blum: Well, briefly. I’m looking at the book right now, and it says, “The award for 

distinguished achievement in architectural education.” And it was given to you 
by the AIA in Austin. 
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de Blois: No, it was given to me by the AIA, Texas. I was a member of the Austin chapter, 
but the award is a Texas Society of Architects award, which they give every year. 
And I got this award in 1998. 

 
Blum: How did this come about? Did you know you were being nominated for it?  
 
de Blois: I think it was Emily Little who proposed me, but maybe it says who proposed 

me. But I guess it was the AIA local chapter that proposed me to the Texas 
Society of Architects. It says 1998. I stopped teaching in 1993, so this was six 
years later, after I had left the school. When I left the school, they gave a dinner 
for me, and this was from the school itself. The Romieniec prize proposal was 
put together by women architects in Austin. And there were quite a lot of 
women architects who were working in most of the offices, and Emily Little was 
the person who put this together. She collected stories about me. 

 
Blum: Were these published stories? 
 
de Blois: Yes, all the published stories and some of the stories had been published in 

Houston or in Austin.  
 
Blum: And some that were published in the New York Times? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes, the earlier ones that were published about the buildings I did. And of 

course, I always find it nice to read letters of recommendation. These 
recommendations came from students and teachers. They have first, Hal Box, the 
dean of the school; then they have Steve Dvorak, a student who took my class 
twice, he went on to take a master's degree at Columbia University; Heidi 
Goebel, who is an architect in Austin and has her own practice now. And they 
put in David Graeber, who of course, I’ve told you about, who’s such a 
wonderful friend. And Jana McCann is the woman I was talking about who went 
to Paris and became a partner in a Paris firm. And in fact, she worked on the 
development of the latest RER in Paris. She’s working in Austin now, but she 
went back to Paris when they opened the subway. She was right up on the dais 
with Chirac and took part in the opening ceremony. Then there are a couple of 
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other students and Dean Lawrence Speck, who took over when Hal Box left. So 
there are nice letters from all those people. But the ceremony itself was a big 
dinner party. And an AIA representative gave a speech about my work and, you 
know, that was very nice.  

 
Blum: Which of the awards or honors that you have received mean the most to you?  
 
de Blois: Well, you know, they’re all nice. They’re all nice, and they all fall into different 

categories. The FAIA was certainly an important award that meant a lot to me 
then. It was great to be recognized in the education field. And let’s see, what 
you’re asking, which ones meant the most? 

 
Blum: Yes, was the most meaningful. 
 
de Blois: The awards for working in somebody’s office do exist. 
 
Blum: I suppose awards in an office would be measured by your promotion, and your 

salary, and things of this sort. 
 
de Blois: I think I was rewarded whenever Gordon gave me an assignment to work on a 

major building. When I finished working thirty years at SOM, none of the 
partners even said goodbye to me. I mean, they didn’t talk to me.  

 
Blum: Well, it doesn’t speak very well for them. 
 
de Blois: I had already gotten my reward at Skidmore, they couldn’t take it away from me. 

You can’t take things like that away. 
 
Blum: Considering that you began your career at SOM in 1944, and the world of 

architecture was different, and you continued with Skidmore, until 1974. So that 
was thirty years. 

 
de Blois: Yes. And then I worked for four years for 3-D International. And then I worked 

thirteen years at the university. And a lot of that time, I was also working in 
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David Graeber’s office. And I worked for David after. There were several big 
jobs. What happens in Austin, Texas is stupid. They plan to go ahead with 
things, and then they cancel them out, or they spend the money, or they change 
their mind, or something happens. The political situation in Austin is really 
pathetic. 

 
Blum: So are you saying you designed more projects than you built? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes.  
 
Blum: Looking back at your career of over fifty years, and taking as a first segment, the 

SOM thirty years, would you say that your career—considering the times, 
considering the personalities, overall, on balance—would you say your career 
has been treated fairly? 

 
de Blois: My career? I don’t think careers are treated fairly or unfairly. 
 
Blum: Well, by the press, by the office, by the… 
 
de Blois: That’s a funny question, because how other people treated my career…  
 
Blum: Well, do you think that you were treated fairly? 
 
de Blois: Was I treated? Oh, yes, for what I am, I was treated fairly. Sure.  
 
Blum: Well, you certainly do have a lot of press clippings here that’s compiled in this 

awards book. 
 
de Blois: There’s another thing that I did. There was another interest in my life that 

probably wasn’t fulfilled as much as I wish it had been. When I stopped working 
for Bruce, I had to go to New York and talk to Gordon. And I told Gordon I 
thought I might like to go back to school and get a city planning degree, because 
city planning issues became very important to me, as my architecture and 
buildings developed. And the importance of city planning issues, zoning issues, 
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the direction, the growth of the American city, became very important to me. 
And one of the things I did was when I got to Austin, for the first time, I worked 
in a neighborhood, and I became a part of the neighborhood. I worked for maybe 
ten years, just spending hours working in developing a neighborhood. We were 
located near the downtown and so as expansion was going on, there were 
continual requests to turn houses into apartment houses. I worked on the board 
of adjustments, and I used to go to city council meetings and planning meetings 
every week. I spent hours on it. I was able to revise the zoning in our 
neighborhood, so as to down zone it, so that more houses had to remain single- 
or double-family houses. 

 
Blum: Was this saving an old neighborhood, or was this building a new low-rise 

neighborhood? 
 
de Blois: No, this was saving an old neighborhood. It was a neighborhood that back in the 

time of President Johnson, the university had rezoned old residential areas, so 
they could build apartment houses for their students. And of course, they did 
this with a great deal of political support. This sort of thing, is a terrible thing to 
happen. And that was why this rollback was so important. I have a very good 
friend who called me up just a couple of nights ago, and she talked to me for an 
hour, at least, she and her husband. She’s been working on the neighborhood 
zoning plan for Hyde Park in Austin. It’s a much larger neighborhood than the 
neighborhood I lived in. But it’s also one of those close-in neighborhoods, in 
terms of the city, where there is bus transportation, and an area that’s being 
inundated by cars from development going on outside the city. But anyway, she 
called up; she’d been working for twelve years to get this neighborhood plan 
approved by her neighborhood and by the city government. And it took her 
twelve years to do it. I remember when she started.  

 
Blum: Did it finally succeed? 
 
de Blois: It finally succeeded. Now, whether it’ll be enforced is another question but it 

finally succeeded. She’s a very determined architect with a great deal of patience.  
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Blum: Well, in 1983, you were the president of the Heritage Neighborhood Association. 
 
de Blois: Yes. I was the president for many years, and involved in their activities as long as 

I lived there. 
 
Blum: And the same year, you were a member of the board of adjustments in Austin. 

What is that? Is that zoning?  
 
de Blois: No, but it did involve zoning enforcement. People who want changes in zoning 

made requests to the board of adjustment. 
 
Blum: Ah, I see. You said when you were ready to leave Chicago, you went back to talk 

to Gordon to run this by him. What was his response? 
 
de Blois: He wasn’t very encouraging about that. He says, “Well, you’re good at doing 

what you’re doing.” He said he didn’t know why I should go into city planning. 
But Gordon didn’t have those same instincts that I have about planning. And a 
lot of my interest in city planning came about in those years in the Chicago office, 
where we were more involved in large projects that had an effect on cities and 
communities of people. One other thing that Karen and I did—Karen McGraw is 
the woman who worked on the Hyde Park neighborhood plan. We worked to set 
up the Women in Architecture group when I first went to Austin in 1980, so I 
knew her for a long time. Austin decided that their zoning ordinance wasn’t very 
good, and they hired people to rewrite a new zoning ordinance. The political 
issue of writing a zoning ordinance for the downtown was very sensitive. The 
downtown south of the university campus includes the capitol and the state 
government offices, and the downtown commercial sector. There’s very little 
commerce there. The commerce had kind of disappeared. And that was one of 
the problems, how to encourage commercial development and make the 
downtown a more viable place. But because it was such a political issue, nobody 
dared touch the old zoning ordinance, which dated back way back to 1921 or 
something like that. And so Karen and I decided we’d write a new downtown 
ordinance. The zoning ordinance that we wrote was discussed at great length 
and there were all kinds of meetings about it. And eventually, there was a new 
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ordinance that was passed for the downtown. It wasn’t exactly what we wanted, 
but it was better than the old one. 

 
Blum: So did your work with Karen prompt others to deal with this issue? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes. That’s exactly right. This was all very interesting to me, and just what I 

wanted to be doing. I made contacts with a lot of commercial developers. It’s 
such a struggle to get anything done in that city. I really basically gave up when I 
decided to move back to Connecticut. Austin is still trying to rezone the city. 

 
Blum: Well, it looks like things moved along in a little different direction, after you had 

been there. In the community, and in the school. 
 
de Blois: Yes, in the school. Here is a plan I just picked up upstairs. These were view 

corridors. There were other people far more involved than I was. The state 
capital is a beautiful building, on a high piece of land. And as buildings were 
being built up along the highway and around the city, they were ignoring the 
view points where you could see the capital. Austin’s quite a hilly town. There 
are hills to the west where, as you approach the city, you get wonderful views of 
the capital. The view corridors were also, of course, related to the university. The 
university wasn’t very anxious to accept view corridor restrictions. But then this 
went to the state government and became a state issue, not just a city issue 
because it related to the capital of the state of Texas. 

 
Blum: With your desire to go back to school, and Gordon not really encouraging you, 

what did you do about getting into urban planning on a formal basis?  
 
de Blois: Nothing, I never took courses. There was a city planning program at Texas and I 

probably could’ve taken courses. I worked with some of those planning 
professors who were involved in planning and transportation issues. What I 
should have done when Bruce decided he no longer wanted to work with me 
was to leave Skidmore at that point. 

 
Blum: In about 1970. 
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de Blois: Yes. I should’ve left then. I wish I could have negotiated a retirement plan at that 

time. It was stupid of me. I’m not saying I could have gotten one, but I know 
other people did. Men who were associates got retirement plans. 

 
Blum: You know, you said that when you left New York for Chicago, Gordon said three 

things to you, one of which was if you ever wanted to come back to New York, 
you could. Did you have any idea that maybe you would want to do that? 

 
de Blois: No, no. I didn’t want to do that. It’s like as you walk down the road, you don’t 

turn around and go backwards.  
 
Blum: Well, it sounds like a cordial invitation, if you ever wanted to use it. 
 
de Blois: Yes. The office in New York was doing a lot more city planning. Marilyn Taylor, 

who is the present head of all Skidmore office is a city planner. And she started, 
as you may know, as a city planner for Skidmore coping with building problems 
in the city.  

 
Blum: Marilyn Taylor—being president of SOM New York, being chairperson at SOM 

New York—probably owes a big thank you to you and other women who paved 
the way for her to become the head honcho in that firm. 

 
de Blois: Yes, obviously, their philosophy, their attitude about women in the business has 

changed. There have been advances in some things and they are better; but there 
are still a lot of problems, I think. 

 
Blum: You think women still have hurdles to overcome today? 
 
de Blois: Oh, yes. I’m sure they do. I think there are better ways to cope with them.  
 
Blum: You mean for women in the field? 
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de Blois: For women, yes. But the women are still up against a lot of discriminatory 
actions. 

 
Blum: Well, now they also have government behind them.  
 
de Blois: Yes, they have government. But, you know, to spend five years going through a 

government case is not something that you look forward to. Or that you would 
think was worthwhile. It takes a long time. But the discriminatory actions by 
men still exist. Some men are just awful. There are people you just have to stay 
clear of. You can’t cope with them. 

 
Blum: Would you like to be a young woman today, first going into the profession? 
 
de Blois: No, no. Not really. I don’t think about such things, you know? 
 
Blum: Would you do what you did if you could do it again? 
 
de Blois: Would I do it again? Oh, yes. I have no regrets about the direction of my career. 

And I think, other than the comment I just made about city planning and leaving 
Skidmore earlier, other than that I have no regrets, basically.  

 
Blum: Well, you certainly have shown, at least in our few hours together, an 

enthusiasm for the next project, the next solution, the next challenge. 
 
de Blois: For tomorrow? 
 
Blum: Tomorrow, that’s right. And that has sort of, it seems to me, provided a balance 

for the slights, the discrimination, and other things that you’ve suffered. 
 
[Tape 6: Side 1] 
 
Blum: I have heard from some women, as well as men, that there is a woman’s 

architecture. Do you think women treat space differently than men? 
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de Blois: No. Never did. And back in the seventies, when women were first entering the 
discussions, there was a woman—I think she was from California—there were 
several women who said that, you know, women had something to bring to 
architecture that men don’t bring. And I have just always been 100 per cent 
against that. 

 
Blum: And it’s still being said. I don’t know that it’s our biology, but certainly our life 

experiences condition women in a little different way. 
 
de Blois: Yeah, I’m sure it is. I haven't held much faith in that thought. I never have.  
 
Blum: Well, your buildings certainly—if there’s a masculine and a feminine kind of 

building—those certainly have been strong buildings—I’d hate to say masculine, 
but they could compete with anything a man produced. 

 
de Blois: Well, there was always a man designer. I never was the one calling the shots, like 

the young women are doing these days. 
 
Blum: If you had to pick a project that’s dearest to your heart, what would it be? 
 
de Blois: I would be hard put if I had to pick one. They all were different and were 

interesting; I enjoyed them all. And some of them turned out better than others. 
If you’re asking me which ones turned out better, that I like the looks of, I could 
give you a better answer. 

 
Blum: Okay. Which ones do you like the look of? 
 
de Blois: I think Pepsi-Cola is the nicest building. And I think Connecticut General was a 

beautiful building. But you see, both of these are low-rise buildings. They’re not 
high-rise buildings. 

 
Blum: Does that say something for your preferences? 
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de Blois: Well, yes. I don’t have any great love for high-rise buildings. I mean, it’s a 
commercial thing; it’s an economic question, beyond my control. 

 
Blum: You spoke earlier about trying to balance your profession and your family. Did 

your profession, in any significant way, impact your family? Are any of your 
boys architects? 

 
de Blois: No, one of my sons took architectural courses, but he didn’t follow that course. 

And I have another one, Nicholas, who is a civil engineer and he works for the 
Corps of Engineers, and is very much involved in building construction and 
supervision. 

 
Blum: For the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers? 
 
de Blois: Yes. He’s not in the U.S. Army but the Corps of Engineers. It’s like what Gordon 

was in Paris, when he was in the army. He was in the Corps of Engineers there. 
The architects—they’re all architects in the Corps of Engineers. They’re civilians. 
They aren’t in army uniform; they’re part of the federal government, but not the 
army. 

 
Blum: So one of your sons is in a closely related profession? 
 
de Blois: That’s right. He understands specifications, zoning, and all the technical sort of 

nitty-gritty things that were a part of my education. 
 
Blum: So he continues the family heritage, from your grandfather to your son. 
 
de Blois: Yes, he does continue that heritage, that’s right. Obviously, my children knew I 

was an architect.  
 
Blum: Did they resent the time you spent away? 
 
de Blois: I don’t know whether they resented the time I was away or not; I don’t think so. 

They’re all good friends, and we’re all good friends. They obviously were 
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slighted by not having a father as they were growing up; but other than that, 
they all seemed to survive. 

 
Blum: Where do you think you’ve made your most significant contribution? 
 
de Blois: Significant contribution? [laughter] To mankind? 
 
Blum: To the field of architecture. 
 
de Blois: To the field of architecture. Well, I think probably, it’s in being an architect who 

actually worked on buildings, and as a mentor for other women. I think that’s 
the biggest contribution I’ve made. 

 
Blum: And that continues with the women that you’ve mentored. 
 
de Blois: It lives on. It lives on, doesn’t it? 
 
Blum: Yes. Yes it does. 
 
de Blois: I have some wonderful friends, and other young people I don’t even know. For 

instance, I ran into an old schoolmate, a high school schoolmate, when I was in 
Seattle, maybe ten years ago or so. And I said, “Hello, Jack.” I hadn’t seen him 
since I was in high school. And he said, “Hello.” We just kind of passed in an 
elevator. He says, “But I know all about you, and everything you’ve done. My 
daughter-in-law is an architect.” Now, there you have it. Somebody I didn’t 
really know… 

 
Blum: The reverberations, like the waves, go on and on.  
 
de Blois: It’s kind of fun, to hear things like that. 
 
Blum: How would you like to be remembered? 
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de Blois: To be remembered? Well, it depends on what the person wants to be 
remembering me. 

 
Blum: How would you choose to present yourself? 
 
de Blois: Well, I think it depends on who I was presenting myself to. And I’m not worried 

about presenting myself to the world at large; I’m more concerned… 
 
Blum: What about young people in the profession? 
 
de Blois: Just as I said before, that it was possible. It was possible to be a mother, a loving 

mother, and also to work every day and enjoy your own profession and your 
own development as an architect, as the case was. 

 
Blum: I have pretty well exhausted all the questions I’ve thought of. Do you have some 

that we haven’t covered over the past few days? 
 
de Blois: I don’t think so. The one thing I had thought about was what I talked about this 

morning so much, working on city planning issues. That was something that’s 
been a highlight of my latest interest. My interest, even now, you know. 

 
Blum: Natalie, I want to thank you very much. It’s been a great pleasure for me to meet 

you and speak with you. Thank you. 
 
de Blois: It’s been fun. Nice for me to meet you. 
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