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SOHO COFFEE SHOP, 9:30 AM: WITH HIS JET-BLACK
hair and boyish features, Scott Henderson admits that he
has been compared to Donny Osmond and a young Orson
Wells, “which is better than an old Orson Wells,” he quips.
Today, in a black nylon jacket with the collar up and his
wavy hair combed back at the sides, he’s looking more like
a young Elvis. Or a rockabilly teddy from the 80s. “That's
because I need a haircut,” he says.

But it’s not the looks of this 6’ 5” star designer that cause
curators and manufacturers to swoon. It’s that every cre-
ation Henderson conjures up turns to gold.

“Scott’s products are affordable and beautiful and com-
fortable to use,” says Ellen Lupton, curator of contempo-
rary design at the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum
in Manhattan. In 2003, Lupton included four Scott Hen-
derson objects created during his 12-year tenure at Smart
Design in the museurn's design triennial.

“Sometimes we think of design as rarefied, interesting
objets to be looked at and admired,” says Lupton. “These
are objects that people use at work and at home in a daily
way. And they’re objects that make life more enjoyable.”

In a 1998 New York Times Magazine article, a panel of
experts went so far as to select Henderson’s Dust Brush and
Pan, created for OXO, as one of the best-designed products
of the 20th century.

With a repertoire that ranges from the practically
primordial mortar and pestle to the high-tech wizardry of
hand-held electronics, the 38-year-old Henderson, who
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made his mark as VP of industrial design at Smart Design,
went solo in August to pursue his own consulting busi-
ness. He runs Scott Henderson Inc. out of a three-bedroom
Brooklyn brownstone apartment he shares with his wife, a
bookings editor at Glamour, and their seven-year-old son
and two-year-old daughter.

Leaving Smart also allowed Henderson to devote more
time to Mint, a four-year-old firm he founded with de-
signers Alberto Mantilla and Anthony Baxter, which is be-
coming known for everyday products in refined materials.
Mint's already a darling of the design world, selling in about
100 stores and 20 museums around the globe.

Praised for creating objects as beautiful as they are use-
ful is certainly music to the ears of Henderson. As he sees
it, many designers have taken the early modernists’ design
dictum, “form follows function,” too seriously, and have
overlooked art and emotion. “It is a given that a product
has to function well, but people’s worlds are not just about
physicality;’ he observes. “They have emotional needs, too.”

Whenever he approaches a project, Henderson says his
goal is to find the “big idea” that transcends conventional
thinking. “A lot of designers create novel details. But once
you've found that big idea, the stylistic details are not going
to changeit”

A native of exurban Yorktown Heights, New York, Hen-
derson studied industrial design at the University of the
Arts in Philadelphia. Though he held two other jobs be-
fore Smart Design, it was there that Henderson made his




1ark. Out of the 15 or so OXO products he created during
is tenure, it was the Good Grips Dust Brush and Pan that
ecame “a big attention grabber,” says Henderson, giving a
irtual tour of his portfolio on his iBook.

For the dustpan and brush, the Big Idea was to make the
rush, traditionally long and parallel to the floor, into a flat
thisk that’s vertical, which requires less bending down. Oh,
nd it also fits into the dustpan for easy storage.

Another attention grabber for OXO was the Good Grips
uction soap dishes, now exhibited at “Blobjects & Beyond:
‘he New Fluidity in Design” at the San Jose Museum of
xt through July 10. In the exhibition catalog, co-curator
fara Holt Skov describes the bathroom tools as having
the strength necessary to do their job, while at the same
me maintaining a softness in both form and material.”

Because Henderson’s role at Smart Design, the city’s big-
est industrial design firm, involved satisfying clients’ needs,
e began thinking about “a different way of working.” He
nvisioned a small studio where he could explore his own
reations, what he calls “personal design explorations.”

For Henderson, that exploration was the Ensalada blown
lass salad bowl and stainless steel servers. “What if you’re
ating fruit salad and you have to pick up a blueberry?”
lenderson asks. Simply move the interlocking serving
srks together and you have a spoon.

Around the same time he discovered that Mantilla,

friend and colleague, had undertaken a design project
f his own: a pair of embracing salt-and-pepper shakers

eventually named Hug. “One day we were comparing notes
and discovered that these two objects could easily become a
family” Baxter, Mantilla’s partner in a consulting business,
rounds out the Mint trio.

In his consulting role, Henderson recently completed a
Pro Design kettle for Chantal, which is now at Crate & Bar-
rel, and an ironing board for Polder, which hits the market-
place this summer.

The teapot, with its big base, is designed to be in propor-
tion with the super-sized gas burners of industrial stoves
now in vogue. As a result, there’s no “flame-wash up the
sides,” Henderson says.

The ironing board, however, proved a greater challenge.
“It is about as mundane as you can get,” Henderson says,
clearly delighted, “which is perfect for me.”

A quick scan of the market revealed that virtually all
ironing boards were alike: tall and wobbly, with hollow tube
legs and, sometimes, a separate shelf to rest the iron, which
increases the already precarious balancing factor. Ugly was

a given. “Why should a product be so ugly that you abso-

lutely have to hide it?” Henderson asks.

His solution: a board so sleek it looks as if it were de-
signed by a Milanese furnituremaker. The thin frame
utilizes stamped sheet metal over a plastic core with
wide and flat crisscrossing legs. A heat-resistant sili-
con bed for the iron is incorporated into the board,
creating more stability. But it’s those right-angled, stick-
figure legs that create an animated quality that gives it life.
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MOMA DESIGN STORE, SOHO, NOON: Henderson
is walking through the shop where some of his greatest
hits are sold. He points out two popular numbers from
his Smart Design years, Wovo’s Thermal Carafe with its
sweeping arm that blends organically into its body and the
Electroplated Twist Bowl.

For the Twist Bowl, Henderson was asked to create a
three-chambered hors d’oeuvre server. While he usually
employs a rapid prototype machine to make 3D prototypes
of starch, or an FDM machine to make them out of plastic,
this time he pulled clay out of his desk drawer and began
sculpting. He ended up twisting the clay into a helix shape
and, voila! the Twist Bowl was born.

Upon viewing Mint’s cleverly named Coink Piggy Bank,
Henderson explains its creation. “I always have a pocketful
of change. It seems everybody has a strange bowl near the

front door for change,” he observes. “There was a need in

the marketplace” Henderson put a funnel on the classic
piggy bank, making it easy to throw coins in and take them
out. Other idiosyncratic details include splayed legs to con-
vey the heavy weight of the savings and a curly tail in the
shape of a dollar sign.

Henderson’s tour is interrupted by Betsey Farber, the
wife of OXO’s founder, Sam Farber, who relayed that she
just watched two women at the midtown MoMA store
checking out the Wovo carafe and bowls. “His work has a
wonderful fluidity;” Farber says.

“People are curvy,” says Henderson, “So it makes sense
that we want to interact with curvy stuff”

THE MINT STUDIO, SOHO, 1 PM: Mint’s offices are next
door to Smart Design’s headquarters, illustrating the ben-
efits of leaving a former employer on good terms.

Inside, the three designers gather around an Ikea table
at the center of the workspace. Boxes are stacked neatly in
preparation for a spring move to Chelsea, where new offices,
almost four times larger, await them. The move reflects the
company’s rapid growth. Each year, Mint has more than
doubled its output, which is impressive considering that it
was originally a part-time venture.

Henderson describes Mint as “a mini Alessi,” a whole-
sale manufacturing, distribution, and design company. Its
motto, conveyed with a mint-green logo, is “Refreshing.”

Of Mint’s seven products, soon to be 10, its biggest seller
has been the Hug; 30,000 were sold last year. Priced at $24,
they were MoMA's best-selling product two years in a row.

“The beauty of this design is that it applies on an emo-
tional level,” Baxter observes, in addition to conveying
grander concepts such as racial tolerance and yin and yang,.

Next up on the market is Mint’s Why Knot, a wine rack,
and true collaboration for the trio.

Made of two interlocking slices of walnut and birch, the
rack can hold a half case of wine in its “petals” and a larger,
magnum-sized bottle at its center. Yet, unlike other racks,
it’s compact, making it apartment-friendly.

One of Mint’s founding principles is to make objects
of high design at affordable prices, using high-end mate-
rials such as porcelain, stainless steel, glass, and molded
plywood. Another is that the products have an intersecting
element. “All our products are hugging a surface with an-
other material,” explains Mantilla.

And so, the salt-and-pepper shakers embrace, the salad
servers cuddle the bowl, and the mortar nestles within its
pestle in a product appropriately named the Full Contact
spice grinder. The result is a true harmony of parts and,
subliminally, between audience and hitmaker.



