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Growing Up Lachenbruch

Art Lachenbruch (1925-2021), a world renowned geophysicist with 

the USGS, was one of the most influential planning commissioners 

in Los Altos Hills. He served as planning commissioner for more 

than a decade beginning in 1970. He developed the slope density equation 

that the town (and many other cities) use to limit development on steep 

slopes. His equation is the basis for the LUF (Lot Unit Factor) calculation. 

This work helped define the character of the town’s lots by protecting steep 

slopes from development, thereby improving land stability and stormwater 

management and retention, as well as improving water quality in creeks and 

the esthetics of our hillside properties. Moreover, Art’s belief that the town 

should be impermeable to cars and open to pedestrians is manifest today 

in the town’s many open spaces and trails. [CONTINUED ON PAGE 2.]

MESSAGE FROM 
CITY MANAGER

Dear Neighbors
In 2009, the Town 

newsletter was reinvented 
and renamed Our Town. 

That publication continues 
to be edited and designed 

by resident and award-
winning graphic designer, 

Alexander Atkins. This 
publication written by and 
for the people of Los Altos 
Hills will continue to share 

articles that connect people 
and ideas, further unify 

the community, and makes 
life in Los Altos Hills more 

meaningful. Starting in 

2023 The Town will publish 
a government focused 
newsletter titled, Los 

Altos Hills Quarterly, that 
will focus on government 
news intended to inform, 
educate, and share the 
timely information about 
your town government, 

public safety issues, and 
the activities that residents 

will want to know.



My dad, Art Lachenbruch 
(pronounced “lock-en-brook”), 
lived half his life in Los Altos 

Hills. Because of the extent to which he 
shaped the town and the town shaped 
him, I wanted to share a little of his life 
story with you. For 47 years, he and my 
mom, Edie, lived on Buena Vista Drive, 
near the corner of Page Mill and Moody. 
When we moved there in 1963, the paved 
roads were narrow, crumbled, and hard 
to drive, and Buena Vista was more dirt 
than gravel. And although at first we felt 
so far from everything, soon we knew we 
had so much, right there. Dad especially 
loved the way that kids, dogs, deer, and 
equestrians could wander freely from hill 
to canyon to hill again on trails lacing 
everywhere. And although Dad had a 
busy life keeping up with our old house, 
being an involved dad, son, and husband, 
and working as a geophysicist at the U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS), he valued 
“place” so much that he spent a lot of 
effort helping shape how Los Altos Hills 
looks today.

Early Years
Art grew up in New Rochelle, New York, 
the youngest of four overly rambunctious 
boys who seemed to raise themselves.

His mom, a 
second-generation 
German Jew from 
Louisiana, was 
a social worker 
and crusader for 
civil rights. She 
married late and 
continued working 
after the four 
boys were born. 
His dad, from 
a northeastern 
Jewish family, had 
to travel for his 
work during the 
depression. The 
boys had an idyllic 
childhood of love, 
independence, and 
discovery — all of 
which he passed 
on to his children. 
Dad and one 

brother even made a hole in the wall so 
they could talk between rooms at night.

On his sixteenth birthday, Pearl 
Harbor was bombed. He already 
bridled against the authoritarian 
style of his high school, but when 
they made him march as if they 
were in the military, he became more 
disengaged from school. Fortunately, 
he attended a school assembly where 
someone came to talk about the work 
of the USGS. Dad was enraptured and 
asked him for a job. The speaker saw 
a burly, young, available man when so 
many men were in the military.

That summer, Dad was able to work 
in remote Alaska as part of a small team 
doing the first geologic mapping at that 
spot. His part was to haul backpacks 
full of rocks great distances, haul canvas 
tents and set them up, pull canvas boats 
through glacier-melt waters, and help 
with surveying — a wild remove from 
his life at home. The miniscule and the 
majestic, the survival, the applied goal, 
the camaraderie of inquisitive people: he 
loved it all.

Army Airforce Career
When Dad graduated from high school 
at seventeen, his guidance counselor did 
not suggest college. But after a second 
field season in Alaska, working with men 
who soon became thought-leaders in their 
fields, he pledged to enlist in the joint 
Army Air Force, but under-age, had to 
first attend six months of classes run by 
the military on a college campus.

Testing placed him in an elite group 
with talented men, most of whom were 

college grads and ardent mentors. Their 
group mission was to design onboard, 
remote control gun turret systems for B29 
bombers, a computationally complex goal 
at that time. They encouraged Dad to eat 
up as much education as he wanted, and 
so he took almost a dozen college courses 
by correspondence. 

From his family, Dad got humor 
and security. From his Alaska work, he 
got a love of pushing himself and an 
appreciation of applied research. But Dad 
gave his army buddies credit for so much 
of what shaped him. They helped him 
see the power of learning and how much 
more teams could do than individuals.

By the time I knew him, Dad had all 
of these in his soul. And from somewhere, 
he learned gratitude, which is perhaps 
what I remember him for most of all.

Moving to Los Altos Hills
In 1962, we moved to LAH. I was seven 
and just becoming aware of discovery. 
Soon I’d learn that Dad was a well-
known scientist who had finished college 
at Johns Hopkins, married Mom, a nurse, 
after a brief courtship — two weeks of 
dating interrupted by a 3-month field 
season, then marriage a few days later 
— and got a Ph.D. in geophysics from 
Harvard. Afterward, still working for 
the USGS, he and Mom lived in Barrow, 
Alaska (now Utqiagvik) for two years, 
then Menlo Park, then Palo Alto. But 
at seven, all I really knew was that we’d 
moved to a big sprawling half-falling-
apart place with a water tank, tarantulas, 
and a swimming pool on a long dirt road. 
Paradise.

Barb Lachenbruch (LAHS ’74, 
barblachenbruch.com) is Art’s daughter. She 
grew up in Los Altos Hills and currently lives 
in Corvallis, Oregon. Here she reflects on his 
life and growing up in Los Altos Hills.

Cover: Art Lachenbruch and his wife Edie 
enjoying their sheep in 1980. Left: Art and Edie, 
posing for their Los Altos Hills version of American 
Gothic, 2005.

This photo, taken in 1965, shows the Lachen-
bruch children gazing across what is now Byrne 
Preserve toward their house in the facing meadow.
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While my brothers and I did Los 
Altos Hills things — raised chickens 
and sheep with Mom and Dad’s help, 
live-trapped (and released) whatever we 
could to see what lived there, crawled 
around the chaparral and brought back 
old junk bottles and bones — Dad went 
to work in the morning, saw his parents 
on the way home, then picked us up 
from activities at Purissima, Covington, 
or Los Altos High. At night, he’d tell 
me bedtime stories about his science. To 
keep him from leaving, I’d ask for more. 
He made me laugh by demonstrating 
all the types of earthquakes by pulling 
his lips past one another or one on top 
of the other. He’d talk about the physics 
of earthquake faults, the heat generated 
by one plate moving over another, the 
various ridges or troughs that formed 
when mid-oceanic plates separated, the 
outcome depending on relative rates of 
accretion and separation. Every night 
Dad let me see that discovery could go 
beyond our golden hills. 

Recognition from National Academy  
of Sciences
From 1969 to the early ’70s, Dad had 
to put his research aside. A group 
proposed burying a hot-oil pipeline across 
the frozen permafrost of Alaska; the 
President was on their side. But although 
he disliked politics and posturing, his 
modeling showed the permafrost would 
melt, the pipe would break, and we’d 
have the worst ecological disaster of our 
times, so he had to step up to help. In 
part because of his efforts, the pipeline 
was re-designed. In 1975, he was elected 
to the National Academy of Sciences 
in recognition of his accomplishments. 
With humility, he thanked the caller but 
asked him what the National Academy of 
Sciences was.

By the time he retired in 1994, after 
47 years of government service, his body 
of work also gave new understanding of 
plate tectonics, mechanisms of the faults 
in the western United States, discovery 
of geothermal energy fields, and the first 
terrestrial-based evidence of the earth’s 
warming.

Serving on Planning Commission
I find it interesting that 1970 to 1974 was 
when he first volunteered as a Planning 
Commissioner (he later served from 
1977 to 1986, too), which overlapped 
with when he was embroiled in that 
exhausting pipeline work. I wonder now 

if his call to national action 
also triggered a desire to do 
what was needed locally. 
Our town was in transition. 
Our house had a chain 
from our septic tank to our 
drainfield that we had to pull 
back and forth when we did 
laundry. Many homes were 
barely insulated, heated with 
electricity, and riddled with 
termites. But the Planning 
Commission was also visiting 
homesites for places that 
would soon be grand. The 
residents were as diverse as the homes 
they occupied. Dad got involved in deep 
discussions and on-the-ground stomping 
so he could help the city, applicant, and 
neighbors come to accords. That quiet 
work helped residents of Los Altos Hills 
define what they wanted so development 
could continue, and the town could edge 
toward that balance of neighborhoods 
and rural nature.

Father Knows Best
But as useful as Dad’s town and USGS 
work may have been, to Rog, Charlie, and 
me, he was the wise, listening dad who 
always valued learning, thinking, and 
doing the right thing. He helped Rog and 
Charlie build go-carts and tree houses, 
puzzled with Rog over how mechanical 
things worked, and enjoyed learning the 
local fauna with Charlie, from skinks and 
bobcats to meadowlarks. Dad, Mom, and 
I were the gardeners, taking joy from that 
first set of cotyledons all the way to the 
gardens themselves. Dad was particularly 
pleased that I, like my brothers, liked 
sports; he was happy that females could 
finally express themselves in sports. 
Together, he and Mom built us a stable 

home. Together, they appreciated beauty, 
including in the ragged, the rustic, and 
the commonplace. Together, they helped 
the three of us, and our family’s various 
communities, appreciate our own local 
bounties. As they said, we had so much 
right there.

Magical Memories
I want to share two episodes that I think 
epitomize Dad and my magic childhood. 
One windy, rainy night when picnic 
tables were blowing off Los Altos Hills 
patios and branches were skittering across 
roofs, the rain drove through the window 
frames in the dining room and dripped 
down the interior wall. The road was 
already a mess, and the next morning 
was garbage-truck day. They’d get stuck 
in the road — again — and none of us 
could get out. Dad invited me, not my 
brothers, to hike up the road with pick 
and shovel to do what we could.

Despite wind screaming over my 
water-plastered ears, Dad taught me the 
physics of making a water bar, just so, 
the nuances of slopes and cross slopes, 
the geometries that would let a garbage 
truck roll through but still divert water to 
where it could flow. How heady when he 
smiled at me and said, “Good enough.”

And then there’s the moment after 
we’d staked a tube of wire fencing 
around a tiny oak seedling we’d just 
found. Dad grinned, a little sideways 
and conspiratorially, and said, “Now we 
thatch it.” We pulled up some dry grass 
and wove it into one side for shade. “Now 
it’s up to you, little buddy,” he said with 
the same love he gave me when he’d tell 
me about plate tectonics at night. In 2011 
when Mom and Dad moved out, a dozen 
of our little buddies still grew. From 
miniscule to majestic.

With grace and modesty, Dad helped 
shape the land and landscapes of Los 
Altos Hills, the world beyond, and our 
lives within.

Art and Edie checking on a camellia near the front door.

Art painting the tank house roof in 1974. 
In the early years, the tank was kept filled to 

keep it sound. A small trap door let a barn 
owl family live in the tank for years.

Our Town | December 2022 3




