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        Architecture is a million moments that coalesce into beauty.

        KEN TATE
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            MY DAD, THE ALCHEMIST

          

        

      

    

    
      Growing up with an architect as a father meant being born into a world of soul. Many of my childhood days were spent on construction sites, driving by historic houses, or playing on sprawling Persian carpets in antique stores.

      At an early age, I learned the importance of Brunschwig & Fils and Scalamandre fabrics and a classic Eames chair. I didn’t always understand why my dad took his job so seriously, but I do now. He was and still is an alchemist, turning raw building materials into gold. The psychological and spiritual author of countless books, Idries Shah speaks of the three main alchemical elements: sulfur, representing greatness and nobility; salt for goodness and learning; and mercury “to open the lock.” A soulful house is more than just a clever combination of stone, wood, and metal. For a building to have soul, it must resonate with the human essence. A house with soul has been transformed by an artist’s touch. My father, who is sixty-nine years old, has always been an artist as well as an architect, and he has creativity in his bones. He knows how to breathe life into those inanimate structures.

      When I had the idea to write a memoir about his life and philosophy of architecture, we agreed he would dictate the answers to my questions at first. We recorded about five hours of material in this manner, much of which was stream of consciousness. Once this material was edited and structured, something beautiful arose. Thoughts and ideas on pluralism, approach to design, and even how cinema relates to architecture form content I find special and unique.

      After I gave Dad the edited content, he proofed it and went back and wrote by hand other sections that he felt we hadn’t covered. His writing is as good if not better than mine.

      My intention with this book is to give insight into my father’s unique approach to design, his philosophy about architecture, his life and growth as an alchemist, and his advice for future generations of aspiring soul-spinners.

      
        
        Duke Tate

        West Palm Beach, Florida
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            THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing, gazing upward into the vast volume above, the eight-year-old Ken Tate had an early epiphany about architecture—that it had the power to create wonder and awe.

      That volume that he was staring up into was the three-story stair hall of his friend John Kaye’s Greek Revival-style family house, Camelia Place, in Columbus, Mississippi. Ken spent time at that house and many others that his close friends lived in. Another one in particular was his friend Joe Boggess’s family home, Whitehall. These treasures, as well as the rest of the large number of Greek Revival structures in Columbus, Mississippi shaped his thinking about space, materials, design, composition, proportions, quality, and context—whether he knew it at the time or not. In this small town in Mississippi that prospered from the booming cotton industry of the early to mid-nineteenth century, there is beautiful traditional architecture everywhere, and it was wonderful to be around. For a child and young teen with an enhanced visual acuity, it was paradise.

      The beauty of Ken’s hometown—Columbus, Mississippi—became part of his psyche. A small pre-Civil War town, Columbus is located on the banks of the Tombigbee River, nestled between it and the Luxapalila River to the East. With its topography of black belt prairie just outside town and high bluffs at the river, there were many opportunities to site beautiful homes for people who gravitated toward the area for the rich soil—beneficial for planting cotton and raising livestock—that
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