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Presbyterian church. They had a very lovely reverend whom we all 

adored, and he gave us his church to have our services. Eventually, we 

had enough families to put up enough money to buy property here in 

Roslyn, and I was the first chairman of the building conmittee. I got 

the assignment to design us a temple, and here's a check for $60,000. I 

built a temple for $58,000 and gave them back $2,000. 

Q What was that design like? Was it modern? 

A It's very modern, and I had the help of Levitt, the famous 

builder. Levitt had built Strathmoor, he had built the country club, 

and he had built out in Levittown the village greens. We took the basic 

design of the village green building, which he gave me, and I translated 

that into our main building. I added to it, which made it very simple 

and very successful. The building turned out very well. The Levitt 

plumbing engineer donated the entire heating and cooling system for the 

temple and helped tremendously in the layout of all the basics. The 

temple was added to and is still up and looks very good. So this is my 

top architectural accomplishment. I changed my house extensively before 

I sold it, and it turned out very well. 

Q Did you do any work with the Loewy organization that involved 

architectural design? 

A Yes, I did. In the beginning, when we had an account for the 

Panama Line, we designed three ships: the Panama, the Cristobal, and a 

third. I was to detail quite a few of the interior areas, and I had 

terrible difficulties doing it because my background was in centimeters 

and not in inches. I made many mistakes until I learned. I did quite a 

few architectural drawings and helped Snaith a great deal. I mentioned 
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before the W. T. Grant competition we entered and had 24 hours to do it. 

We got it, and I helped Snaith quite a bit whenever needed. I was the 

all-around man and always available. 

Q A jack of all trades? 

A Yes. I helped every department in the packaging and, from my 

experiences, I 1m really a self-made industrial designer. I never went 

to a school to learn it, but I learned it thoroughly through the 

employment by Raymond Loewy, and I taught for six or seven years at 

Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. 

Q The premier design school. 

A Yes. l 1m invited every year to address the graduating class of 

the industrial design section, and I 1 ve gone every year. 

It's a funny story how I stopped teaching at Pratt. One night I 

came out after a class and went to my parked car in the worst area of 

Brooklyn. I drove to the corner of Ryerson Street and went straight 

through a street fight--two gangs, one on either side, shooting at each 

other. I was so petrified with the bullets flying left and right and 

above me that I stepped on the gas, got safely out of there and never 

returned to Pratt. I resigned the next morning and said, "This I don•t 

need for my health," and that was it. But since then, many years later, 

Joe Parriott, whom I mentioned before as a non-contributor to the Avanti 

project and with whom I designed a taxi cab for the handicapped, asked 

me to address the graduating class every year. I enjoy doing it. 

l 1 11 mention briefly the project of the taxi for handicapped 

people, which was very interesting. Joe Parriott and Pratt Institute had 

gotten a grant from Washington to design a taxi for the handcapped. The 
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specs were such that a man or woman in a wheelchair could get themselves 

into a taxi without getting out of the wheelchair, which is quite an 

assignment. They worked on this assignment for over half a year, and 

then Joe Parriott called me to ask would I give my time to supervise 

this thing, and I said, "I'd be delighted to." I went to Rikers Island, 

which is an island in the Hudson River which houses a tremendous hospi­

tal for the handicapped, the retarded and the criminally insane. We 

were given a big room to do our design work, which was without cost to 

Pratt or to us. I couldn't believe what I saw there. They had started 

to build a mockup of this taxi with all wrong dimensions. It was based 

on the General Motors Citation front-wheel chassis. I took a few 

measurements, and I said, "Take it apart. This is not right. It cannot 

work." I went home and built a cardboard model of what it should look 

like with correct dimensions, where the door should be and how the ramps 

should work, and they said, "All right, go build it." I spent days and 

weeks with a few helpers from Pratt Institute building a working mockup. 

We had help from the handicapped people at the hospital--especially one 

lovely Black lady who had been run over by train and lost her legs, and 

she needed counseling. She spent a lot of time in the hospital, and she 

helped us. She volunteered to get in and out of our taxi prototype to 

see that the dimensions were right and the door opening high enough. 

A very important part is that people in wheelchairs can barely 

move their necks or head forward in order to make more room to get into 

a lower door, so the door opening had to be 58 inches, which is tremen­

dous. It's enough room for a person sitting erect in a wheelchair to go 

through without being forced to bend their necks. The dimensions of the 
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small model were correct, and we built this mockup based on the 

Citation, and it turned out I designed a ramp that folds out of the 

door, hooks onto the sill and extends. The driver, of course, has to 

come out of the car and do that, but, once it's installed, the slope of 

the ramp is flat enough that a wheelchair person can get into the cab by 

him or herself. Once in the cab, they can turn around, face the front 

or stay sideways. There were little anchors--little hooks--that, by 

themselves, they can hook onto the wheels of the car, and the wheelchair 

would not move. When the wheelchair transporation was not needed, the 

same taxi was usable for four passengers--three on the backseat and one 

jump seat. 

The car was shown to many people, there was great interest, and we 

had volunteers to build a working prototype. Then we were caught in the 

middle of a political thing in the city of New York. It was either our 

taxi or the Veterans Administration which insisted that wheelchair per­

sons can use the transportation system of the city. In other words, 

they insisted on having elevators put at main subway stations. They 

won, and we lost. So the grant, which had been renewed two or three 

times, was not renewed, and they are in the process of building eleva­

tors at 15 main stations. They will not have operators. They will be 

self-operating units. In New York, you can imagine how long they will 

last, and the first person who lives here will get mugged, and one week 

later the elevator will be out of service. The installation of each 

elevator is estimated to cost $1,500,000 to $2,000,000. So they're 

wasting these millions of dollars with our taxicab, which was based on 

an existing chassis with very little engineering needed, and fiberglass 
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bodies, we could have created a fleet, available with special telephones 

for the handicapped, for much less money. So it died a horrible death. 

Q In the short time we have remaining, would you describe your 

design philosophy as it evolved over the years? Your aesthetic sen­

sitivity, your credo, in a sense? Could you sum it up? 

A I'll try to. That's not going to be easy. I had always main-

tained, and I taught my sons to not put anything on paper that you can't 

do. We had an outstanding designer at the Loewy office who did fast and 

beautiful renderings and made beautiful presentations, but you could 

never build what he designed. I will never present to a customer a 

drawing--God forbid he should say, 11 D0 it," and you can't. This is my 

basic philosophy. I'm not the hottest designer nor the greatest 

designer, but I'm a sound designer. My interests are more in the tech­

nical end of things than in the aesthetic. I try to combine the two, 

but I will not present to anybody anything that cannot be done--be it in 

plastic or metal or in any medium. This is what I've lived by and will 

continue to live by as long as I live. It's not the most exciting 

design, but it's sound design. I take great pride in my color sense, 

and I established all the colors in the toy industry of what we needed. 

I was very much involved in the selection of colors for the Avanti. I 

mentioned during the Avanti period, that Egbert had invited his friend 

Lombardi to join him in South Bend. He was a school teacher--a very 

nice man--but he had no background in automobiles. One day I came back 

from lunch, and he said, "John, look at the new color we just 

introduced." I went into the showroom. There was a gray Avanti, and it 

looked like it was a prime coat. I hate battleship gray--you could see 
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every ripple in the fiberglass. I saidt 11 It is ghastlyt 11 which didn't 

make me very popular with Lombardit butt thank Godt they never did it. 

Color studies are most importantt and I take great pride in having good 

taste in colors. I had a slow education in industrial designt andt over 

the yearst I've done good. The profession was good to met and I was 

good to the profession. I did good design. I've been cited in many 

magazine articles. I'm proud of what I've accomplished through honesty 

in design. I will not present a design I don't like. 

Q Thank you very much Mr. John w. Ebstein of Roslynt Long Island. 

We are in your debt. 

A I enjoyed it tremendously. 
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