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The Return of the Bearing Wall: The Secret History of SOM’s Tube Structures 
 
Thomas Leslie, FAIA 
Morrill Professor in Architecture, Iowa State University 
Adjunct Professor, Northwestern University McCormick School of Engineering 

 

ABSTRACT 
Fazlur Khan’s development of the “tube structure” is one of the most storied myths of 20th century engineering.  
By treating tall building structures as ‘super-columns,’ Khan and his engineering team were able to efficiently reach 
world-beating heights with the John Hancock and Sears Towers (1969, 1974).  But, like most groundbreaking 
engineering innovations, the attribution of the tube structure to Khan alone is misleading.  In reality, the principle 
emerged out of several incremental improvements in tall building structures—some of them unlikely but, in 
hindsight, obvious sources.  This presentation will look at the sources of the tube structure, tracing its course 
through apartment buildings in New York and Chicago by I.M. Pei and August Komendant and tall buildings of the 
early 1960s by SOM and showing how the principle inspired variant approaches to apartment tower design that 
have rarely been acknowledged as tube structures. 
 
BIO 
Thomas Leslie, FAIA has taught building design, history, and technology at Iowa State University since 2000.  He 
has degrees from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and Columbia University.  Prior to teaching he 
spent seven years with Norman Foster and Partners, London, where he worked on projects in the United States 
and the Middle East. 
 
Leslie is the author of Louis I. Kahn: Building Art, Building Science (Braziller, 2005), Chicago Skyscrapers, 1871-1934 
(University of Illinois, 2013), and Beauty’s Rigor:  Patterns of Production in the Work of Pier Luigi Nervi (University 
of Illinois, 2017).  He has held visiting positions at the University of Technology-Sydney, Australia, the Bauhaus-
Universität in Weimar, Germany, the Università di Bologna, and the McCormick School of Engineering at 
Northwestern University, where he currently holds an adjunct position.   
 
In 2013-2014, Leslie was the Booth Family Rome Prize Fellow in Historic Preservation at the American Academy in 
Rome, and in 2018 he was elevated to Fellowship in the American Institute of Architects for his contributions to 
architectural education and research.  His current project, a history of postwar skyscraper construction in Chicago, 
is scheduled for publication in 2022. 
 



 
David Macaulay sits down with CHSA’s Brian Bowen 

David Macaulay 
MacArthur Fellow and recipient of the Caldecott Medal and Honor Award, the Boston 
Globe-Horn Book Award, the Christopher Award, and AIA Medal and Washington Post-
Children’s Book Guild Nonfiction Award 

Brian Bowen 
Professor of Practice, College of Architecture, Georgia Tech 

 

ABSTRACT 
Award-winning author David Macaulay sits down in conversation with CHSA’s Brian Bowen to discuss his process 
and examine his elegantly illustrated books laced with wry humor.  Macaulay’s architect-trained eye not only 
shows the reader how things are made but conveys complex technical information as to how and why they 
function.  Macaulay’s Building Series includes Castle, Cathedral, City, Pyramid, Underground, Unbuilding, Mill, Ship, 
Mosque and his latest publication Crossing on Time:  Steam Engines, Fast Ships and a Journey to the New World. 

BIO 
David Macaulay is an award-winning author and illustrator whose books have sold millions of copies in the United 
States alone, and his work has been translated into a dozen languages.  Macaulay had an early fascination with 
how machines operated and began making models and drawing illustrations of them.  His first book, Cathedral, 
was extensively illustrated with pen and ink drawings of the construction of a fictitious but representative Gothic 
cathedral.   
 
Macaulay has garnered numerous awards including the Caldecott Medal and Honor Awards, the Boston Globe–
Horn Book Award, the Christopher Award, an American Institute of Architects Medal, and the Washington Post–
Children’s Book Guild Nonfiction Award. In 2006, he was the recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship, given “to 
encourage people of outstanding talent to pursue their own creative, intellectual, and professional inclinations.”  
 
Superb design, magnificent illustrations, and clearly presented information distinguish all of his books. David 
Macaulay lives with his family in Vermont.   
 


