
1 © Kirk Huffaker 2008

 

 
 

John Sugden: Mid-Century Modern Man and his Architecture 

The Alta Club’s Annual Lecture in Architecture 

By Kirk Huffaker 

Salt Lake City, Utah 

October 10, 2007 
 

 

Introduction 

 

I am an adopted son of Utah.  I love to celebrate our surroundings we have here whether I’m hiking, or 

on my bike, or making some turns down the slopes.  Maybe you can identify with that.  As a person that 

can’t pass two buildings without looking at architecture, we always seem eager to celebrate our 

architectural surroundings as well – when they are good.  Maybe that’s why you are here tonight. 

 

Maybe you may have come here looking for the answer to John Sugden’s architecture.  It is thought-

provoking.  His buildings are playful and serious.  They have an absence and a reality.  They are 

thoroughly grounded in modernism. 
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William LeBaron Jenney’s Home Insurance Building (1885-1931), Chicago (left), widely considered 

the nation’s first skyscraper; Louis Sullivan’s Wainwright Building (1890-91), St. Louis (center);  

Frank Lloyd Wright’s Unity Temple (1906), Chicago. 

 

What is modernism anyway? 

 

What is modernism anyway?  Modernism began with the use of new materials such as concrete, steel, 

and large windows around the turn of the 1900s by architects like William LeBaron Jenney, Louis 

Sullivan, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Charles Rennie McIntosh.  They developed organic residential 

structures without definition as well as skyscrapers attaining new proportions with these new materials. 

 

  
The Bauhaus School, Dessau, Germany. The Studio Wing (left) and 

 the Bauhaus Building of 1925 (right) both designed by Walter Gropius. 

 

The Bauhaus movement in Germany took these new materials and used a school to teach art, 

architecture, graphic design, interior design, industrial design, and typography between 1919 and 1933.  

Led by architects such as Walter Gropius, Hannes Meyer, and Mies van der Rohe, the Bauhaus became 

the premier influence for modern architecture around the world as their buildings represented slogans 
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like “form follows function,” “machines for living,” and “truth to materials.”  Modernism led to what we 

call the International Style of architecture today. 

 

   
Sugden’s Modernism up close: Merrill Engineering Building at the University of Utah (left), the  

DMV Building at Fairpark (center), and the Charlie Griffin House (right). 

 

For John Sugden, the essence of modernism is in the structure.  The structure is the art and the beauty 

and therefore is expressed on the exterior. 

 

In order to realize this, you need to have many other factors happen at the same time; 

- Simplification of forms; 

- Reduction of elements to the point of it being devoid of ornament; 

- A constant search for transparency; 

- Predominance of structural form; 

- Technical precision; and, 

- Geometrical rigour for repetition. 

 

The talent of an architect keeps these in balance to create the modernist building. 
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Early years 

 

John Sugden was born in Chicago in 1922.   

 

 
Salt Lake City East High School in the 1920s. 

 

Through his mother, Roberta, and her familial ties they came to Utah.  At 7 or 8 years old he could 

remember cross country skiing up the east side of town between East High School, where he would 

eventually attend, and the Bonneville Golf Course.  John would later take a turn jumping on Ecker Hill 

but said that he was careful about it – being more concerned about his style rather than his jumping 

technique.  He learned climbing from his friend Burt Jensen in the Storm Mountain area of Big 

Cottonwood Canyon and was avid about both skiing and mountaineering in his formative years. 

 

Following high school, John was interested in aeronautical training and was pursuing that.  But he 

entered World War II.  With his interest and some training already in aeronatics, they had him in a 

navigation unit originally, but they quickly moved him to the 10th Mountain Division once they learned 

of his outdoors skills. 
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10th Mountain Division 

  
The 10th Mountain Division insignia (left) and a Life Magazine feature on the army unit. 

 

John trained at Camp Hale, Colorado in 1943.  As one of the first 200 soldiers into the training unit, 

John trained many soldiers in ice and rock climbing and skiing as he was excellent at all of them. 

 

  
The 10th Mountain Division in training. 

 

He was sent with one of the last divisions to be activated in the war in a specialty unit to Europe to break 

a German barrier in the Alps of Italy, arriving in late 1944 and entering combat in January 1945.  They 

fought their way across several peaks, securing them into early Spring.  The 10th Mountain Division led 

the effort to win the Po Valley which secured the war in Italy for the Allies, and led to the German 

surrender in Italy on May 2nd , 1945. 
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White uniforms disguised the division in the mountain snow as they saw action in Europe. 

 

The 10th Mountain Division played this crucial role in Italy, suffered many casualties, and after the 

surrender spent their time in security detail, receiving the surrender of German units until they were 

deactivated in November 1945.  They wore these white uniforms you see here. 

 

John continued to ski his whole life, though he broke a lot of bones between skiing and car accidents.  

But he also left many a friend behind when they were just supposed to be having a casual day out of 

skiing together. 

 

Education at the Illinois Institute of Technology 

 

Back from the war, John wanted to take advantage of the GI Bill, from which he had $500 for school 

and $500 for living expenses per month.  He had recently been married for the first time so this money 

needed to go a long way.  Intrigued by modern architecture that he had seen both in Europe and begun to 

see in the U.S., John went to the Illinois Institute of Technology in his native Chicago and told them he 

was interested in knowing more about the school.   
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Interior of the main classroom at IIT. 

 

Many of the former teachers at the Bauhaus followed Mies van der Rohe to IIT to teach there in 1938.  

They said ‘take this entrance exam’ and let’s see how you do.  He took it and did very well, scoring the 

highest possible in the math category despite saying he couldn’t count past nine.  That same day he went 

to work for planner Ludwig Hilberseimer. 

 

 
Left to Right: Erich Mendelsohn, Walter Pederhans, Ludwig Hilbersheimer, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. 
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Ludwig Hilberseimer 

Sugden worked during his first summer and many times after that for Ludwig Hilberseimer who was the 

Planning Director for the City of Chicago.  The theories of Hilbs about planning were modern, seeking 

not only architectural change but spatial and social change as well.   

 

  

 
Top: LeCorbusier’s plan for the ideal city. Bottom: Hilbersheimer’s model for Lafayette Park, Detroit. 

 

Some of Hilbs’ ideas run parallel to those of LeCorbusier as well as Robert Moses, the well-known 

godfather of the superblock.  But Hilbs was considered a planning genius who John liked working for 

because he made you think about how you put the pieces together. 
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The only project that Hilbs is credited with directly building during his tenure at IIT is Lafayette Park in 

Detroit.  A project that is a combination of high rise and low rise apartments spread across large 

expanses of open space along the lakefront. 

 

  
Detroit’s Lafayette Park as constructed. 

 

Mies van der Rohe 

After directing the Bauhaus between 1930 and 1933, Mies fled Germany in 1938 to become the director 

at the Illinois Institute of Technology.  He believed Chicago was the next great city of architecture.  Not 

New York.   

 

  
Left:  Mies van der Rohe posing with his model of IIT’s Crown Hall.  Right: In his apartment with his signature cigar. 

 

He had already achieved world renowned status with his designs such as the Barcelona Pavilion in 1929 

which expressed a clarity, order, and peace from its spaces and openness.  The simplicity of materials 

expressed the basics of Mies design but in a new box-like form that gave it explosive power and purity.  
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The design was not necessarily innovative but it was the re-gathering of the planes and the spaces by 

Mies that gave it magic.  And he did it again and again during his career providing inspiration. 

 

  
The Barcelona Pavilion’s exterior and interior, showing the signature Barcelona chairs. 

 

Mies usually had work to do so he seldom taught.  He was known as “The Troll” when he was at IIT and 

he spoke slowly and carefully when he did teach.  John recalled Mies teachings would have him saying 

things like: 

 Be simple – not simple minded. 

 You have to start teaching with the brick. 

 Architecture is how you put things together. It is either architecture or it is not. 

 

After classes, John worked for Mies as well to gain practical experience.  He could not accept any 

money for working because he was on the GI Bill, but no money was offered anyway. 

 

Farnsworth House 

He worked on several models of the Farnsworth House including the final model.  And may have been 

on site for some of the construction as well and some of the stories have recanted. 

 
The Farnsworth House floats above the Illinois landscape. 
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Openness at every angle is one of the important design qualities of the Farnsworth House. 

 

“Less is More” 

This project follows Mies manifesto of Less is More that dates to 1923 in his writing and speaking.  It 

has been said to be the key to world architecture of the 20th century.  Although good architecture is not 

always the fruit of a verbal formula.  Here you can see a unity of minimalism and maximizing benefits. 

 

860-880 Lake Shore Drive, Chicago 

Sugden worked on drawings for 860-880 LSD for Mies. 

  
860-880 Lake Shore Drive were some of the first high rise apartments that Mies designed in the U.S. 
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A Day with the artist Jackson Pollock 

Since the office of Mies was also a destination for many seeking architectural knowledge at the time, 

John had interaction with some interesting people as a student and employee.  The story of showing 

artist Jackson Pollock around Chicago without a car has John alternating between Mies van der Rohe 

designed buildings and bars, ending up in Pollock’s studio to watch him paint and discuss architectural 

design.  Sounds like quite a day. 

 

Graduate School at IIT 

John was one of two students who went directly through to graduate school.  This was not a school 

where there were classrooms and tests however.  This school was the constant testing of architectural 

and structural theories.  This study for the Hiway Drive-In in Indianapolis, Indiana from 1946 may have 

spurred John’s early interest in a theory about using an overhead truss.   

 

 
Study for the Hi-Way Drive in Indianapolis, Indiana (1946). 

 

So John was continually building models and doing these studies for his thesis which he titled – the 

verandal truss.  Mies was constantly looking at the models and giving comments.  That’s what graduate 

school was like for John. 
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Sugden’s graduate thesis led to a Mies van der Rohe design after he had graduated from IIT.  Mies 

submitted this design for the Mannheim National Theater in Germany based on Sugden’s graduate thesis 

of the verandal truss but with the wizardry of Mies, suspending the building in air.  However, this design 

did not win the competition and was never built. 

 

 
Mannheim National Theater, Germany (c. 1948), Mies van der Rohe (never built). 

 

Sugden’s Utah Buildings 

 

Armed with his education in modernism from IIT, John returned to Utah to begin architectural practice.  

He joined the firm of Cannon, Smith & Gustavson as a designer.  They recognized his talent 

immediately and put him to work designing schools around the state. 
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The Green River School was built in 1955. 

 

Green River School 

One of the first projects he worked on was the Green River School.  The design of this building was 

based on John’s graduate thesis and completed in 1955.  John believed that the striking desert location 

called for the building’s gym to be sunk below the upper level of the school building in order to keep the 

main building all on one plane. 

 

 
Sugden’s only example of using the dierendal truss was employed on the Green River School. 
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In order to do this, the central section is suspended by the exposed trusses in order to carry the additional 

weight of the gym roof below.  John called this type of construction – the dierendal truss. 

 

 
The model for the Green River School.  Only the small physical plant/secondary building is left today. 

 

Here it is demonstrated in the model that was built for the school and its physical plant.  He believed it 

was more advantageous architecturally as it did not put the gym off to one side or raise the gym roof one 

story above the plane of the rest of the building, and in the end proved to be inexpensive and satisfactory 

for use. 

 

 
A long, low view of the Green River School. 



16 © Kirk Huffaker 2008

 

The building itself is a white steel frame with green tinted glass and grey-green porcelain enamel panels.  

All the parts were pre-fabricated and shipped from Salt Lake City to the location where they were 

assembled.  It won the American Institute of Architect’s Regional Design Excellence Award for 1956. 

 

  
A comparison of verandal trusses Sugden and Mies used in the Hi-Way Drive In study and the Mannheim Theater. 

 

This is the school building that was based on the John’s theories developed at IIT.  It is certainly the 

direct evolution of the work of the educational system of IIT overseen by Mies van der Rohe and put 

into practice in Utah by Sugden.  Overhead truss design and exposed structural members are also a 

character-defining feature of Crown Hall, a prominent building on the IIT campus. 

 

  
Crown Hall at the Illinois Institute of Technology and the similar but low, structural truss system. 

 

The design of this building was done by Mies and students between 1950 and 1956 during the height of 

John’s studies at the school. 
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The original porch end of the building was later filled in, but otherwise the  

building  held its original architectural integrity up until it was demolished. 

 

Placed in a solitary, quiet site, the type of location for the Green River School would continue to be 

represented in John’s work throughout his entire career.  If this building had not been demolished by the 

school district, it would likely be one of Utah’s most important modern architectural masterpieces today. 
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Alta Lodge 

  
A section of the Alta Lodge that Sugden designed. 

 

Now being an avid skier, John was pleased to obtain work at Alta Ski Resort when he was hired by 

fellow native Chicagoan Bill Levitt, the owner of Alta.  This first addition to the Alta Lodge was 

completed in 1959.  For these buildings John said that fewer points of contact on the land means that the 

building is less obtrusive.  And more glass means that it is more reflective of the natural environment.  

Levitt’s desire was to bring upscale modern design, similar to that of Mies van der Rohe, to the sleepy 

resort in hopes that the new style would attract a nouveau, sophisticated skiing clientele as well as 

locals. 

 

  
Sugden-designed later additions to the Alta Lodge. 
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As part of the construction the dining room was added to the west side of the lodge which provides 

many of the scenic views in both summer and winter. 

 

 
The Salt Lake Tribune published this illustration of the 1968 Alta Lodge addition. 

 

In 1968, John was hired to design Building #2 which added another 24 rooms at a cost of $165,000.  It 

was designed in the nearly the same style as the first addition and announced with a spread in the Salt 

Lake Tribune. 

 

  
The last section designed by Sugden, a 1979 swimming pool addition. 

 

In 1979, a small separate building in the middle of the complex was constructed to house a pool for the 

lodge.  It was completed in the same style as previous buildings. 
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So as a complex, the Alta Lodge shows the integration of modern design into its historic and natural 

environment.  The challenges here, however, are the wise stewardship of these resources in a harsh 

weather environment and in dealing with a program that caters exclusively to tourists.  For their best 

care and maintenance, these buildings need to be viewed wholistically and long term rather than by 

individual uses and short term gains. 

 

Utah Architecture in the 1950s 

 

Looking at the 1950s as a context for Sugden’s designs, we see that on a few occasions great modern 

buildings were constructed in Utah.  This was not the norm however as the majority of Utah residents 

were seeking subdivisions that promoted the biggest bang for the buck in your dream home – that’s right 

– a split level!   

 

    

  
Clockwise from top left:  Clayton Middle School, SLC; the Stromquist House, Bountiful; a split level ranch, Moab; 

Northwest Pipeline Headquarters (Public Safety Building), SLC; First Security Bank (Ken Garff Building), SLC. 
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That means, that these new fangled buildings like First Security Bank and Clayton Middle School, and 

maybe even the Stromquist House by Frank Lloyd Wright were a little – or way – too edgy for most 

people’s tastes in the 1950s.  But architects like John Sugden helped us define how we lived, went to 

school, worked in offices, and recreated by designing a brave new aesthetic to communicate with Utahns 

that we had not experienced before. 

 

More Sugden-designed Buildings 

 

Siegel House 

 
The Siegel House was built in 1964 in the Olympus Cove neighborhood. 

 

John’s 1964 creation of the Siegel House represents simplicity – a simplicity in nature as it backs up to 

the wilderness of the Wasatch Mountains.  This was not a house for a little old lady though.  Designed 

for a family of five, this 4,000 square foot house was to be functional for a family.  It also uses an 

element not seen on other Sugden-designed houses - projecting sun screens installed to reduce glare and 

absorb heat. 
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One of the signature features of this house that is not found on other  

Sugden buildings is the overhanging shade device on the eave. 

 

On the main floor of the building a central core houses the kitchen and two bathrooms.  There is an open 

living space on the west side that opens out onto a terrace overlooking the valley.  A carport is attached 

to the east.  With the ground floor space, there are five bedrooms total. 

 

  
The original interior displayed Sugden’s traditional approach with modern furnishings,  

wall and floor coverings, and minimal wall and ceiling intrusions. 

 

Here is the interior after the house was completed showing the minimal approach to the design and its 

furnishing.  There are terrazzo floors throughout the house and the ceiling design is carried from interior 

to exterior.  This interior was later adapted to include additional lighting, which John called the most 

expensive ceiling in the city. 
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Pool at the Siegel House 

  
Photographs of the pool shortly after it was completed. 

 

In 1982, the Siegel’s hired John to design a pool for the house.  The pool turned out to be a stunner.  The 

result of black and blue tile imported from Germany and travertine used on the deck.  Travertine is an 

extravagant material that John was pleased to use for its aesthetic and was a favorite material used by 

Mies on projects as early as the Barcelona Pavilion in 1929. 

 

 
Today is it difficult to see the pool from outside the property. 

 

Here is the house as it looks today, which is mostly intact though well hidden from the street.  The house 

received the AIA’s 25 year award which distinguishes it by saying that its modern design continues to 

be relevant today. 
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Regis Medicus 

 
This Sugden building in Holladay was completed in 1966. 

 

The Regis Medicus building was built by Dr. Joseph Noble with an aim to provide a sense of 

architectural permanence and beauty in a maintenance free facility.  It was completed in 1966.  The 

building housed a variety of physician services, and lab and computer facilities.  Services provided here 

ranged from psychiatry, dermatology, and neurosurgery, to obstetrics and gynecology.   

 

  
Regis Medicus was the first building where Sugden began to use pre-fabricated steel panels in construction. 

 

All the parts were pre-fabricated and shipped on a truck.  There were six 60-foot lengths of truss to form 

the sides when connected.  Then the glass was installed with rubber gaskets around each edge.  The only 
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thing done on site, besides the finish work on the interior, was finish spraying the auto enamel onto the 

frame. 

 

  
The simple glass and steel construction formed an elegant cube and may have been  

Sugden’s best example of a building designed specifically for a small office use. 

 

Regis Medicus nearly bankrupt Sugden’s small architect’s office.  The management and fee collection 

for this building was so difficult that it led to a new partnership for Sugden.  John and his partner Charlie 

Griffin founded a contracting company in order to streamline the process for a client and insure project 

completion for such a specialized design.  Sugden would design the structure.  Griffin, a licensed 

contractor, would run the contracting side of the business.  And an on-site foreman would manage the 

construction process.  They would build the frame and sub-contract out the rest of the construction.  This 

partnership lasted 10 years and led to the easier completion of many projects before disbanding. 

 

  
Where Regis Medicus stood in Holladay many years ago still remains a vacant parcel today. 
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I would like to know what happened to the idea of the maintenance free facility because if it were 

maintenance free, it would not have been demolished.  In addition, John’s theory that “architecture 

should allow for expansion and flexibility” meant that this design would have certainly allowed for 

adaptive use of this building had the opportunity been considered further. 

 

Utah Architecture in the 1960s 

       

  
Clockwise from top left:  Masonic Temple, Ogden; former Main Library, SLC; Steiner Corp., SLC;  

Dinosaur National Monument Visitor’s Center, Duchesne County; common 60s style house. 

 

Many of the buildings of the 1960s started to use precast concrete panels, mixing new materials that 

were lower in cost and easy to produce to give a variety of textures.  The forms of the buildings also 

continued to vary.  From the simplicity of the Salt Lake City Main Library of 1964 to the Mission 66 

building at Dinosaur National Monument west of Vernal where a cyclorama met a glass structure with a 

winged roof.  Sugden’s Siegel House was a far departure from the ramblers that most subdivisions were 

building at the time.  Despite the lure of new materials being available, John continued to express the 

structure of his buildings prominently through the decade of the 1960s when many others were 

sheathing their skeletons. 
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Sugden’s Passion for Teaching 

 
John Sugden in the high rise studio at the University of Utah School of Architecture. 

 

In addition to his architectural practice, Sugden taught at the University of Utah School of Architecture 

beginning in 1976 and retiring from full-time teaching in 1993. 

 

His teaching style has been described as straight-forward.  Much like his architecture.  John’s powerful 

voice and command of modern building techniques provided students with a direct learning approach no 

matter which classes they were taking.  However, his lectures were often peppered with stories from the 

10th Mountain Division and IIT days. 

 

Though he taught the basics of modern architectural design, specific instruction was not often provided.  

His teaching techniques were likely grown from the same techniques used to teach him at IIT where a 

student needs to know to raise the right questions but not be directed where to go with a project. 

 

John continued to guest lecture in classes for many years after his retirement.  He loved to be in the 

classroom environment.  It may have been part of the tradition of the Bauhaus, or following in the 

footsteps of Marcel Breuer, Walter Gropius, Mies, and Hilbs, or it may have just been part of who John 

inherently was. 

 

While he was teaching, he was encouraged to continue his architectural practice.  He took occasional 

commissions, including one design for himself. 
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The J.J. Studio 

 

 
The J.J. Studio at Parley’s Summit during Fall season. 

 

At the top of Parley’s Summit is a steel and glass cube that may seem familiar to many.  This is the JJ 

Studio completed in 1984 which served as John and his wife Jutta’s home, office and studio for many 

years. 

 

The house sits on a prominent hilltop site amongst the pine trees with a lot that extends to the south.  

The house itself has a 33x33 floorplate with one floor of living space, one floor storage space, and one 

floor studio and office space.  There is a core of mechanical systems through the center of the house 

with the plumbing, electrical, and mechanical equipment.  There are free flowing spaces on each floor.  

John would say that walls are no good for anything – unless you could make it a couple feet thick and 

use it for storage.  Then you should articulate it and interrupt the space. 

 

The JJ Studio is really a perfect demonstration of John’s theories and teachings.  The house can be 

expanded horizontally or vertically in the future if needed.  You can see the deck that expanded the 

space of the building to the south with the added guest bedroom underneath it. 
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The construction process at Parley’s Summit – first assembling the prefabricated  

steel trusses – then securing the large plate of glass. 

 

It was constructed beginning in the fall of 1984 when winter set in quickly.  Similar to other structure 

before it, the trusses arrived by truck, would be hoisted into place and connected together.  Floors and 

ceilings installed.  And glass waited until Spring.   

 

  

  
Clockwise from top left:  Interior at J.J. Studio; Living Room at J.J. Studio with original art by Jutta  

Alwang-Sugden; Exterior view of J.J. Studio; Sugden in his office at J.J. Studio. 
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The interior articulated with few interruptions for unique closet space with shelving.  John was probably 

happy to sit at his desk at Parley’s Summit. 

 

Side Story 

The doorbell rang at the house one day and John answered the door.  Two women had stopped by.  They 

said – we pass this house every time we go to Salt Lake and every time we go home to Wyoming.  We 

tell all our friends about this fantastic house that we pass on our trip.  So we finally just had to stop and 

see the most famous house in Wyoming! 

 

Sugden’s Influential Style and Architecture 

 

John didn’t do all this work alone, and this is not all the work that Sugden completed.  Numerous 

architects, draftsman, designers, and friends worked for him over the years.  Whether it was the 

mesmerizing stories or the architecture itself, they were influenced by his design.  In the design field, 

these were the boldest statements of the time in materials and construction. 

 

Dee Wilson 

Dee Wilson worked with John for many years.  Dee went on to get his architect’s license and design 

with similar principles, like this house in the Upper Avenues.  It has exposed steel structure – large glass 

expanses – and optimal siting over City Creek Canyon.  He even used a new type of bronze glass that 

was promoted in a magazine for the time demonstrating that the same design principles work and last. 

 

  
Dee Wilson took advantage of spectacular siting for his open modern design above City Creek Canyon. 
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Dee also helped design a compatible addition for the Roberta Sugden House that won a rehabilitation 

award from Utah Heritage Foundation in 2007. 

 

Jack Smith 

  
Photographs of a Millcreek area house designed by Jack Smith.  Photos taken by Scot Zimmerman and used with permission. 

 

Jack Smith worked for John during the Green River School project and first Alta Lodge addition.  After 

working with John, Smith went on to design many modern houses like this one photographed in a Fall 

2007 edition of Utah Style & Design that is located in the Millcreek area.  It has similar features as 

Sugden houses with the one-story layout, free flowing spaces, expansive glass walls, and siting in a 

natural environment. 

 

Ed Drier 

  
House in the Holladay area by Switzerland-born Utah architect Ed Drier.  Notice the  

similar details to Sugden’s houses, except it is two stories in height. 
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This house was built for Dick Makoff in a natural setting on Van Cott Road in Holladay.  It was 

designed by Ed Drier who also practiced in a modern style that is sometimes mistaken for Sugden’s 

style.  However, Sugden and Drier approached their architecture differently, and couldn’t have disliked 

each other more.  Now Sugden got commissions for both Makoff stores in the 1960s.  In this case, Drier 

may have gotten the commission for the house, but Sugden got the girl, marrying Colleen Makoff as his 

second wife. 

 

Studies and Awards 

John didn’t always design buildings for nature.  For many years he studied building a skyscraper. 

 

Canadian Tower 

  
The Canadian Tower study employed Sugden’s same rigid structural style repeatedly to form a skyscraper.  Whereas Mies’  

Seagram Building (right) displayed a great deal of transparency, the Canadian Tower had a more opaque quality. 

 

He dubbed his study the Canadian Tower. 

It is somewhat reminiscent to me of Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building in New York City.  I don’t 

know if that is because of the design, or because they are both referring to whiskey and maybe John was 

a big fan of whiskey. 

 

But anyway, the Seagram Building became the model for glass and steel curtain wall, and steel skeleton 

frame buildings in the U.S. when it was built in 1958. 
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The difference is that Mies used a vertical and horizontal grid.  John used his signature diagonal framed 

grid. 

 

Mine K 

 
The structural grid that Sugden designed to bridge the Kennecott mine was almost 2 miles wide. 

 

He studied bridging the 1 ½ to 2 miles of the Kennecott Copper mine in a structure that held a double 

catenary curve.  A catenary is the ideal curve for an arch which supports only its own weight. When the 

centerline of an arch is made to follow the curve of an upside-down catenary, the arch endures almost 

pure compression, in which no significant bending moment occurs inside the material.  Therefore, the 

span would be completely straight across. 

 

There were many accomplishments for John throughout his career. 

 

Elected to the college of fellows of the American Institute of Architects in 1986.  This is something that 

at one time John had no desire for, but eventually wanted. 

 

Similarly, when he heard about the chance to post-humously receive his medals for service in the 10th 

Mountain Division, he sent a letter off to request them.  When they were received he displayed them 

proudly. 
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John received recognition for working on Salt Lake City’s Second Century Plan.  With the training he 

received from Hilberseimer in city planning at IIT, John was poised to be a leader in this process when 

many architects who did not have this training were not.  The training he received and lifetime of 

friendship he had with Hilbs led to Sugden’s heading up a retrospective symposium of Hilberseimer’s 

planning work in 1998. 

 

This is the Beginning 

    
From left to right: Merrill Engineering Building, University of Utah; Saco Foods, Madison, WI;  

DMV Building, SLC; Charlie Griffin House, Salt Lake County. 

 

I hope today is the beginning of talking more about modernism and John Sugden.  This is but a glimpse.  

We could talk about John’s last project, the 1995 Saco Foods Warehouse in Madison, Wisconsin and 

how he tried to build respectfully on the scenic kettle moraine hills there.  Or the former Driver’s 

License Facility at Fairpark and what plans the State of Utah may have for that building.  How the 

Merrill Engineering Building at the U fits into campus long range planning.  And the extreme goodwill 

and dedication that some homeowners are taking to rehabilitate and respect the work of Sugden at great 

effort and expense. 

 

  
A comparison of the Roberta Sugden House (left) by John Sugden and the Farnsworth House (right) by Mies van der Rohe. 
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Or how the first house John designed, for his mother Roberta in 1955, is the embodiment of the 

Farnsworth House.  For long term preservation, this should be John’s Utah legacy but it’s not protected. 

 

  
Traditional Miesian furniture, the type John Sugden learned how to build while at IIT. 

 

And I would be remiss to mention that John followed in Mies footsteps to design furniture. 

 

While at IIT Mies asked students to reproduce the original Bauhaus Barcelona set of 2 chairs, 2 stools 

and a table.  Even with student labor to assemble, their estimates came in at more than $1,000.  Mies 

gave the go-ahead to order the materials.  They were going to make 10 sets so John said that he wanted 

one.  Another student said that he did as well.   John asked, “Mies do you want one?”  Mies replied, 

“No, it’s too expensive for me.” 

 

 
A close up of a table Sugden designed for Makoff’s Department Store and an interior view of Makoff’s in Cottonwood. 

 

At Makoff’s in Cottonwood, John designed everything but the chairs – shelving, racks, tables, and 

couches. 

 



36 © Kirk Huffaker 2008

 

Preservation Issues with the Recent Past today 

  
Two properties that define modernism that are open to the public under the management of the National Trust for Historic 

Preservation; Philip Johnson’s Glass House (left) in New Canaan, CT, and the Farnsworth House (right) in Plano, IL. 

 

Are we on the cusp of respecting and preserving modernism in Utah?  Nationally, modern icons like 

Philip Johnson’s Glass House and the Farnsworth House have been saved with assistance from the 

National Trust for Historic Preservation. 

 

  
Neutra’s Maslon House in Rancho Mirage, California, widely considered a  

masterpiece of modernism, was demolished in April 2002.  

 

However, other buildings that aren’t national icons but have local or regional significance are threatened 

or demolished.  This is highly likely where John Sugden fits in.  If some are gone already, and people 

want to demolish Richard Neutra houses that cost $2.5 million dollars, the challenge to save Sugden’s 

buildings is great. 
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Modernism and Sustainability 

 

 
A historic view of the James Ure House before it was heavily altered. 

 

John’s buildings are functional just like buildings of other eras.  But they are increasingly being known 

as buildings of the ‘Oil Era’ – designed during cheap oil that did not seriously balance environmental 

consequences.  They were built for special clients and today take special care.  John’s ideas were based 

on artistic merit, where sustainability for him was to put on a parka in the house when it got cold.  But 

when we see great building that have merit for preservation, the architectural and preservation 

community needs to step up to the challenge of using the good bones of these houses while solving their 

architectural issues with their owners to extend their life.  Better energy efficiency is not an excuse to 

demolish modernism, but is a goal for all older structures to achieve. 
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Conclusion 

 
The David Rose House shortly after completion. 

 

John’s architecture should give us happiness.  We should not be in a debate as to whether these 

buildings are good or not.  They are noble architecture.  The work of John Sugden has made a distinctive 

contribution to Utah.  The architecture of John Sugden is occasional, fragile, and unrepeatable. 

 

 
John was a vivid storyteller.  There are many of you here tonight that can tell the stories I haven’t, so 

please endeavor to do that this evening and forever.  They are worth re-telling. 


