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1998 Blueprint Ball

Celebrating Houstons Architecture
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to shape Houston's built environment.

For event information and sponsorship, 
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RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE

I
EAlLLECIURESfRIES_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
CHANGING FOCUS:_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
PHOTOGRAPHERS VIEW PLACE_ _ _ _
September 16 through October 21 
Brown Auditorium, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
713.527.4876

From their experience and personal per­
spectives, the five speakers in this series 
will explore the relationship between 
architecture, the environment, and pho­
tography. They will show how, through 
rhe process of selection, framing, and 
editing, the photographer captures time 
and place, forming an image more exact­
ing than memory itself.

Wednesday, September 16, 8 p.m.
EUGENIA PARRY, art historian and 
.author of The Ari of French Calotype, 
speaks on "The First Photographs of 
Architecture — A French Romance."

Thursday, September 24, 8 p.m.

JOI IN SZARKOWSKI, author of The 
Idea of I oni$ Sullivan and former direc­
tor of the department of photography at 
the Museum of Modern Art, speaks on 
“Photographs and Buildings."

Wednesday, October 7, 8 p.m.

JULIUS SHULMAN, best known for his 
definitive record of the California Case 
Studs House Program and subject of the 
{monograph A Constructed View: The 
\Architectural Photography of Julius 
Shulman, speaks on “Architecture and 
Its Photography.”

Wednesday, October 14, 8 p.m.

TIMOTHY IIURSLEY, recipient of a 
1990 Honor Award from the American 
Institute of Architects for architectural 
photography, speaks on “Light and Form: 
Photographing Modern Buildings."

Wednesday, October 21, 8 p.m.

ALEX MACLEAN, an aerial photograph­
er who documents the profound changes 
forced upon the land by development, 
and co-author of Taking Measures Across 
the American Landscape, speaks on 
"Transitions on the Landscape."

I
 DOCUMENTING HOUSTON:_ _ _ _ _ _ _  
THE WORK OF PAUL HESTER_ _ _ _
October 16 through January 3, 1999 
Menil Collection.
1713.527.4876

"Lhe work of long-time Cite photographer 
Paul Hester will be featured as part of the 
25th anniversary celebration of rhe Rice 
Design Alliance. This exhibition will con­
tain approximately 40 black and white 
prints that will provide a chronicle of 
1 iouston since 1978.

■C1NEMARCHITECTURE VII
October 16 through 31
Brown Auditorium, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
713.639.7530

jA film festival focusing on works about 
Architects and architecture. Co-sponsored 
by the Museum of Fine Arts. Houston

Friday, October 16, and Saturday, October 17, 

7:30 p.m. Concert of Wills, directed by 
Susan Froemke, Bob Eisenhardt, and 
Albert Mayslcs (USA, 1997, 1 10 minutes). 
[Twelve years in the making, this film 
chronicles the conception, construction, 
and completion of the Getty Center in Los 
Angeles. Mayslcs Films, veteran documen­
tarians whose oeuvre includes Cimme 
Shelter and Crey Cardens, enjoyed unpar­
alleled access while documenting this bil­
lion-dollar project.

Preceded by Two Impossible Films, 
directed by Mark Lewis (Canada, 1995, 
28 minutes), which examines the possibili­
ties of superimposing movies’ closing cred­
its over architectural and landscape sites; 
and Cuggenheim Museum liilbao, direct­
ed by LHtan Guilfoyle and Allison Lane 
(USA. 1997, 10 minutes), which includes 
interviews with artists and critics on rhe 
design of the new Guggenheim Museum 
in Bilbao. Spain.

Sunday, October 18, 5 p.m.
Louis Kahn: Silence dr Light, directed 
I". Michael Blackwood (USA, 1995, 58 
minutes). Architects, critics, and clients 
express appreciation for the work of 
architect Louis Kahn (1901-74), whose 
works include the Kimbell Art Museum in 
Fort Worth. The film includes rare scenes 
of Kahn in action.

Preceded by Hitings and Other Effects, 
directed by Clara van Goo (the Nether­
lands, 1995, 30 minutes, subtitled), which 
uses the landscape and architecture of 
Palermo, Sicily, as a stage set for a dance 
inspired by the bite of the tarantula; and 
C.arlo Scarpa, directed by Murray Grigor, 
(UK, 1996. 57 minutes), which explores 
the design philosophy of the Venetian- 
born Scarpa (1906-78).
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Friday, October 23, 7:30 p.m.
Mary jane Colter: House Made of Dawn, 
directed by Karen A. Harriet (USA, 1997, 
90 minutes). American architect and inte­
rior designer Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter 
11869-1958) designed hotels, curio shops, 
and rest havens along the route of the 
Santa Fe Railroad. A proponent of the 
Arts and Crafts philosophy, her designs 
drew inspiration from the West's Spanish 
land Native American cultures.

Preceded by Walls of Mexico, directed 
by Guido de Bruyn (Belgium, 1993, 55 
minutes, subtitled), which profiles Mexi­
can architect Luis Barragan (1902-88).

Saturday, October 24, 5 p.m.
1 rank Lloyd Wright, directed by Ken 
Burns and Lynn Novick (LISA, 1998, 146 
minutes). Burns documents one of rhe 
most intriguing figures of our time and 
offers insights into both the history of 
architecture and rhe broader sweep of his­
tory from rhe 1890s ro rhe 1950s. The 
film interweaves Wright’s extraordinary 
career and his equally extraordinary life. 
Of the 460 Wright-designed buildings that 
still stand. Burns features the Johnson 
Wax Building in Racine, Wisconsin; Tal­
iesin, Wright's estate in Wisconsin, and 
[Faliesin West in Arizona; the Guggenheim 
Museum in New York City; and Wright’s 
home and studio and Unity Temple, both 
in Oak Park, Illinois.

Friday, October 30, 7:30 p.m.
Peter Lisemnan: Making Architecture 
Move, directed by Michael Blackwood 
(USA and Germany, 1995, 56 minutes). 
Colleagues and critics speak about this 
American architect's work and ideas, 
which have prompted debate, as have his 
collaborations with German architect 
Albert Speer, the grandson of F litler’s 
architect.

Preceded by A Vision Built: Zaha 
Hadid, directed by Boris Penth (Germany, 
Il 994, 45 minutes, subtitled), which traces 
the quirky style of Iraqi-born architect 
Zaha 1 ladid; and bi Search of Clarity: 
Cavathmey Siegal, directed by Murray 
Grigor (USA, 1995, 45 minutes), which 
examines the rise of Siegal's modernist 
architectural firm.

Saturday, October 31, 7:30 p.m.

Jom Utzon: Clouds, directed by Pi 
Michael (Denmark, 1994, 72 minutes, 
subtitled). The Sydney Opera House has 
become an international icon, yet its 
architect remains relatively obscure. This 
Danish TV production, including inter­
views with Utzon, explores the history of

the building and the contretemps that led 
to the resignation of its visionary archi­
tect before its completion.

Preceded by II Cirasole: Una Casa 
iVicino a Verona, directed by Christoph 
Schaub and Marcel Meili (Switzerland, 
1995, 17 minutes, subtitled), in which the 
daughter of the engineer of the Italian 
ICasa Girasolc recalls how her father 
designed the house modeled after the sun­
flower for which it is named; Charlety: 
\Un Stade dans la Ville (A Stadium in the 
City), directed by Oliver Horn (France, 
1996, 26 minutes, subtitled), which fol­
lows the father/son team of architects 
who designed the major sports stadium 
within the dense urban context of Porte 
Gentilly in southern Paris; and Nemausus 
I - Une HLM des Annees SO (Public 
Housing for the '80s), directed by Stan 
Neumann and Richard Copans (France, 
1995, 26 minutes, subtitled) which 
explores the development of I 14 public 
housing units in the city of Nimes.

■RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE 1998 GALA
Saturday, November 7, 7 p.m.
Edwin Hornberger Conference Center. 
713.527.4876

The 12th annual RDA gala, supporting 
1998-99 RDA programs and publica­
tions, will include dinner, dancing, and 
a silent auction. The 1998 Award for 
Design Excellence will be presented to 
S. I. Morris, who through a series of part­
nerships and associations extending over 
decades has been involved in rhe design of 
many of I louston’s significant buildings.

■
HOUSTON TALKS:_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
DEAIEilEOURLSERLES_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

RDA and the schools of architecture at 
Rice University and the University of 
Houston co-sponsor this program, which 
features international architects who give 
public lectures and spend time with stu­
dents of both schools.

Wednesday, November 18, 8 p.m.

Jan Kaplicky, of Future Systems, London, 
speaks at the Brown Auditorium, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
713.639.7530

■
SPRING 1999 LECTURE SERIES_ _ _ _  
PORTUGUESE ARCHITECTURE_ _ _  
(March 3 through 31
Brown Auditorium,
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
713.527.4876

This lecture series will present the work 
of four nationally known architects who 
practice in Portugal. Kenneth Frampton 
will open the scries with a lecture dis­
cussing rhe importance of this work in a 
historical context.

I
RICE SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE 
FALL 1998 LECTURE AND_ _ _ _ _ _  
EXHIBITION SCHEDULE_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

All lectures are held at 7 p.m. in the 
Parish Gallery at Rice University 
School of Architecture. For gallery 
hours, call 713. 527.4864 or check 
http://www.arch.rice.edu.

LECTURES

Tuesday, September 8

Josep Muntanola, “Dialogics of Architec 
Hire: The Catalan Experience."

Wednesday, September 9

Magda Saura, “The Architecture of 
Urban Form."

Monday, September 21

Peter Cook, " longue. Claws, and Tail."

Wednesday, October 28

Kevin Daly and Chris Genik, "Catalog."

Monday, November 2

James Corner, "Disposition."

Monday, November 9

Dana Cuff, “Globalization."

Tuesday, December 8

Michael Malrzan, "Recent Work."

■exhibitions____________
September 18 through October 2 

“Tongue, Claws, and Tails," a survey of 
Peter Cook’s work.

October 23 through November 6 

"Eichler Homes Exhibition."

Name

Address

Ciry/State Zip

J Check for $ enclosed.

J (lift subscription

The Rice Design Alliance
I he Rue Design Alliance, established in 197?, 
is .i not-for-profit organization dedicated to 
the advancement of architecture, urban design, 
and the built environment in the I louston region 
through educational programs; the publication 
of Cife, a quarterly review of architecture and 
design; and active programs to initiate physical 
improvements. Membership in the RDA is open to 
the general public.

Individual Membership $35
Ticket discounts for RDA programs
Free subscription to ( ite: The Arcbitvi lure 

and Destin Rciwiv nJ Houston
Invitations to “members only” events 
Discounts on selected titles from the 

Brazos Bookstore
Participation in the annual membership 

meeting and event

Student Membership $15
All of the above benefits

Family Membership $50
All of the above benefits lor your family

Sponsor Membership $125
All ol ihr benefits accorded to Family Members 
Courtesy tickets to two selected RDA programs

Patron Membership $250
All of the benefits accorded to Sponsor Members 
Courtesy tickets to three selected RDA programs

Sustaining Membership $500
All of the benefits accorded to Patron Members 
Courtesy tickets to all RDA programs

Corporate Membership $1000
All of the benefits accorded to Sustaining

Members
Recognition in the RDA journal t ite and 

at special events

Membership Application

Name

Address

Citv/State_________ Zip

Telephone

Occupation

Membership (iategun

Amount enclosed $

Checks should be sent to Rice University. 
Rice Design Alliance - MS 51.
PO Box 1892
I louston, Texas 77251 1892.
Telephone: 711527,4876

http://w
http://ww.arch.rice.edu
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Floor Covering, Inc. 
“Serving Houston Since 1952” 

•Carpet 
•Corian® 

•Formica® 
•Armstrong® 
•Countertops 
•Ceramic Tile 
•Wood Floors 

•Granite «Marble 
•Blinds & Shades 
Venetian Blind & Floor Covering. Inc can 

help you with all your Design needs 

713-528-2404 
2504 Bissonnet 

(1 block East of Kirby Drive)

The Powell Group

Desi ft ii

Space Planning

Computer-Aided Design &

Drafting

Furniture Specifications

Finish Selections

Installation

Inventory Evaluation &

Management

Installation Documentation

Installation Coordination

Refurbishment & Repair

Warehousing

A full service 
company 

dedicated to 
design, 

manufacture and 
installation of 

fine architectural 
banners.

The Powell Group, Inc., specializing in sales and 
SERVICE OF OUTSTANDING FURNITURE FOR THE WORKPLACE.

The Powell Group. Ine. • 5599 San Felipe • Suite 555 • Houston, Tx 77056
Telephone: 713. 629. 5599 • Fax: 713. 629. 4600

7106 Mapleridge 
Houston. Texas 77081 

713/ 666-2371 • I -800-344-3524 
Fax 713 713/ 666-4702
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By David Dillon

S
culptor Donald Judd went to
Marla to escape the frenetic New 
York art scene, and tit make cool, 

pristine objects in the clear desert light: 
objects that would reveal everything 
about themselves and almost nothing 
about rhe artist; objects with no historic 
or metaphoric content, no meaning 
beyond materials and construction and 
rhe viewer’s impressions of both.

As Judd, who died in 1994, later 
explained, “I liked open land, and cactus, 
and wasn't very interested in trees. Marfa 
was perfect.”

I or two decades, Judd quietly, almost 
secretively, transformed this tiny West 
Texas ranching town into a mecca of his 
minimalist art. For the members of the 
Fast Coast art world, it's easier to get ro 
Paris or Berlin than to Marfa, which is a 
three hour drive into the wilderness from 
El Paso or Midland. Thar's precisely the 
way Judd wanted it. What’s the point of 
a pilgrimage if it’s easy?

"If you want to see Giottos, you go to 
Padua,” he once remarked. "If you want 
to see Judds, you go to Marfa."

During the last weekend in April, 
more than 600 art-minded pilgrims — 
from both coasts as well as Europe, Asia, 
and Australia — did just that. They came 
not only for Judd's art, but also for a high 
powered symposium on collaboration 
between artists and architects sponsored 
by the Chinari Foundation, which Judd 
founded in 1976. This was the second in 
what’s intended to be a biennial series of 
symposia sponsored by the foundation; 
the first, in 1995, had been on art and the 
landscape. This year’s conferees were par­
ticularly interested in Marfa — popula­
tion 2,424, setting for (Hane home base 
of the Marfa lights. Who could pass up a 
chance to sit on folding chairs in an un­
air-conditioned ice plant looking at slides? 
It was Outward Bound for the culturati.

As an event, the gathering provided 
an entertaining airing of an important 
subject, without reaching consensus 
or conclusions.

"Artists shouldn't do architecture and 
architects shouldn’t do art,” proclaimed 
Swiss architect Jacques Herzog. "But 
fusing the two makes better projects." 
I lerzog was one in a lineup of lecturers 
that included artists Robert Irwin, Roni 
I lorn, Claes Oldenburg, and Coosjc 
van Bruggen, as well as University of 
Texas architecture professor Michael 
Benedikt and architects Frank Gehry and 
William F. Stern.

In his presentation, Herzog showed 
slides of his recent work, including the

Installation of Donald Judd's concrete pieces at the Chinati Foundation.

Dialogue in Marfa

Attendees enter the Ice Plant, site of the symposium's talks and lectures.

Art and Architecture

Panelists James Ackerman (left), Frank Gehry (center), and Robert Irwin (right).

at the Chinati Foundation

conversion of a huge, abandoned power 
plant on the Thames into an annex to the 
Tate Gallery of Modern Art in London, a 
project on which he has collaborated 
extensively with artists, photographers, 
and graphic designers.

"Collaboration is a nice idea but not 
very well developed," Robert Irwin corm

tered in his talk. “It’s the buzzword of the 
nineties. Basically, you're thrown into a 
pit and told to fight it out."

The artist, known for his masterful 
use of light and space, then gleefully 
recounted his battle with architect 
Richard Meier over the garden at Eos 
Angeles's |. Paul Getty Center, in which

his topiary trees anil serpentine shapes 
provide a kind of sardonic commentary 
on Meier’s cool white grids.

“Architects talk about intimacy 
but don’t really practice it," Irwin said. 
"That’s what I brought to [the Getty 
Center). I was asked to go to war with 
Richard Meier, which is not the way you 
usually think of a collaborative project."

And so it went in Marta. For the two 
days of the conference, discussions rico­
cheted back and forth between enthusi­
asm and disenchantment, with nobody 
saying flat out that collaboration was a 
waste of time, but nobody offering firm 
guidelines for making it work cither.

Claes Oldenburg and his wife, 
Coosjc van Bruggen, described their 
collaboration with Frank Gehry on the 
Chiat/Day advertising building in Venice, 
California, the entrance to which is a 
gigantic pair of binoculars,

“Frank gave away part of his facade 
to us,” said van Bruggen, “and he’s 
regretted it ever since."

While both Oldenburg and van 
Bruggen said they were constantly look­
ing for interchanges with architects, 
they conceded that the process was a 
slippery one.

“The crossing over from art to archi­
tecture is very dangerous,” Oldenburg 
said. “There is a line that you don’t want 
to cross. But it’s also that tension that 
attracts us.”

A constant point of light in the 
dialectical log was rhe example of Judd 
himself. For someone who generally 
despised architects, particularly those 
who designed spaces for his art. he man­
aged at Marfa ro integrate art and archi­
tecture, objects and space, in ways that 
would be inconceivable in a museum.

In a pair of renovated artillery sheds 
at Marfa's Fort D. A. Russell, 340 acres 
of which are owned by the Chinati 
Foundation, Judd installed 11)0 milled 
aluminum boxes, each measuring 41 by 
51 by 72 inches. On the surrounding 
prairie he placed 15 concrete sculptures 
— some open, like gigantic picture 
frames, other dense and closed like 
bunkers, but all rhe same size and all 
sited with Euclidean precision.

“The whole project blurs the 
distinction between art and architecture,” 
observed symposium moderator 
William F. Stern.

Donald Judd considered himself a 
renaissance man, and — as Harvard 
architectural historian James Ackerman 
pointed out in the symposium’s opening 
lecture — in the Renaissance the distinc-
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tions between painter, sculptor, and archi­
tect were virtually invisible. Everyone 
took the same basic course of study; the 
differences emerged through one's talents 
for drawing and invention.

Over time this sublime synthesis of art 
and architecture dissolved into bitter con­
tentiousness, reaching its nadir in 1989 
with rhe forced removal of Richard Serra’s 
Tilted Are from a plaza in New York City. 
Serra’s sculpture, a giant wall of curved 
steel, didn't simply ignore its architectural 
setting, it attacked it. Critics claimed the 
work affronted visitors, architecture and 
the whole tradition of public art; support­
ers insisted that the real affront was the 
neighboring building, and that it, not the 
art, should have been removed.

“The public doesn't want art and the 
government doesn’t respect it," groused 
artist Roni Horn. “Without that respect 
there arc too many compromises and no 
real invention.”

Tilted Arc was just one of the things 
debated in Marfa. And il two days of dis­
cussion didn’t lead to any rousing consen­
sus, it did yield a few helpful half-truths: 
architecture is about space and habitabili­
ty and an is about self-expression; art is 
simpler structurally but more complex 
conceptually than architecture (“It doesn't 
have windows and toilets,” quipped Old­
enburg); most significantly, artists and 
architects speak different languages. 
Artists think through sketches, while 
architects rely on plans and blueprints. 
Artists are trained to nose around a site, 
studying details, while architects prefer to 
take the long view. To collaborate, to 
make something good happen, both have 
to he willing to give up turf.

Given the lineup of speakers, the 
symposium predictably focused on muse­
ums, and the inescapable question of 
whether they should be neutral containers 
of works of art, or works of art them­
selves. Frank Gehry, whose Guggenheim 
Museum in Bilbao, Spam, obviously falls 
into the latter category, noted that early in 
his career he’d believed that a museum 
shouldn’t compete with the art it houses, 
bur now he realizes that “artists want 
to be in an important building, not a neu­
tral one."

Still, as Robert Irwin noted, the 
frame of reference has changed. It’s no 
longer just art and buildings, hut art and 
buildings in context, art interacting with 
architecture, and both interacting with 
their landscape.

Recent federal highway legislation has 
propelled public art beyond the plaza and 
the town square into subways, freeways,

dams, and recycling centers. Seattle artists 
have collaborated with local utility com­
panies to turn electrical substations into 
sculptures and gas works into public 
parks. In Phoenix, artists have been hired 
to convert a nondescript recycling center 
into a civic building with an educational 
mission. Cities with light rail systems are 
employing artists to help design stations 
and transfer centers.

T he artist’s role in these projects is not 
simply to add bits of color and texture, 
but to ask questions that generate good 
solutions to real-world problems. They 
can become pivots around which new 
ideas revolve, and the means by which a 
project crosses the line from a mere utili­
tarian structure to a cultural artifact.

One of the more intriguing interac­
tions of art anil architecture on the Texas 
horizon is the proposed Nasher Sculpture 
Garden in the Dallas Arts District. I lere, 
an architect and a landscape architect will 
"collaborate" mostly with dead artists to 
create a major civic space. They'll have to 
answer such questions as, How should the 
land be shaped? Flow large should rhe 
buildings he? I low many? Which pieces 
should go where?

Once again, Donald Judd provides a 
valuable insight. Though he claimed that 
there was only an accidental connection 
between Marfa and his work (“The land 
is the land and the art is the art. T he 
pieces would look just as good in Switzer­
land"), that was modernist posturing. 
Marfa is all over Judd's late work. It is a 
place of simple elemental shapes where 
the light turns everything into crisp edges 
and stark volumes. The land taught him 
horizontality. and animated his abstrac­
tions. Arranged in neat soldierly rows, 
Judd’s aluminum boxes seem as varied as 
rhe desert sky: golden in the early morn­
ing, blue-black in the midafternoon, now 
shimmering, now enveloped in shadows.

The art was informed by the spaces, 
the spaces were made for the art. For 
those who came to the symposium in 
search of answers, Marfa gave them at 
least one to take home: it is not this piece 
or that that matters, but the totality. 
That's a useful working definition of 
collaboration, one that Donald Judd 
combined with a stunning example of 
its possibilities, fl
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Pritzker in the (White) House Cite to Remember

By Enid E. Jimenez

T
hroughout the evening of June 17, 
the White I louse had been tilled 
with famous architects. They had 
been drawn to the nation's capital to 

watch one of their own receive the pinna­
cle of architectural awards, Now, as rhe 
exterior lights dimmed to a sultry yellow 
glow, those who had just attended the 
awarding of the 20th Anniversary Pritzker 
Prize to Italian architect Renzo Piano 
contemplated their return to normal life. 
Piano puffed on a congratulatory cigar 
and chatted with Rafael Moneo, the 
1996 Pritzker winner, and a small clutch 
of dazzlingly dressed well-wishers. No 
one seemed to want to make the first 
move to leave.

The auspicious occasion was made 
even more auspicious by being hosted by 
President and Mrs. Clinton and being 
held in the White House, a first on both 
counts. Piano, whose only built American 
projects to date arc I louston’s The Mend 
C ollection and the Twombly Gallery, had 
won the 1998 Pritzker Architecture Prize 
at the age of 60. Born and raised in 
Genoa, Italy, Piano could count himself 
among the 20 architects to receive this 
coveted award, which includes $100,000 
and a bronze medallion and was estab­
lished by the Hyatt Foundation in 1979. 
1 le joins the seven other Pritzker laureates 
whose work can be found in Houston: 
Philip Johnson, James Stirling, Kevin 
Roche, I. M. Pei, Gordon Bunshaft, 
Robert Venturi, and Rafael Moneo.

That evening, the feeling of being 
enveloped by the White House was 
overwhelming. Designed by Irish immi­
grant James Hoban in 1792, this iconic 
dwelling is perhaps America's most 
renovated house. It’s a place where 
Americans can sense the rich (it not 
particularly lengthy) history of their 
country, and it was an ideal setting tor 
the prize ceremony.

For the mostly architectural guests, 
just getting to the White I louse from the 
nearby I lyatt I lotel was an event. They

were whisked the short distance in a 
motorcade of large buses that ended up 
stacked like so many beached whales in 
front of the White House's South I awn. 
The buses sat there for about an hour. 
Dressed in their scrubbed up best, the 
attendees began to display a certain 
degree of chagrin and despair as yet 
another bomb dog approached to sniff 
the bus tires.

When finally welcomed inside, the 
guests were allowed to filter from one 
famous room to the next, soaking in 
music from military band trios and duos 
doling out Vivaldi, Mozart, and selections 
from Porgy and Bess. At dusk, everyone 
was ushered out onto the expansive lawn 
and then into a billowing, air-conditioned 
tent. When President Clinton appeared, 
there was a hush before the band broke 
into "Hail to the Chief."

The four-course meal was interspersed 
with a variety of short speeches, the first 
being Hillary Clinton’s passionate com­
ments on the need for a civic architecture. 
Following her introduction, architectural 
historian Vincent Scully delivered a per 
plexmg diatribe on subjects unrelated to 
the evening's honoree. Despite this, Renzo 
Piano just seemed delighted to be there. 
After he was introduced, he humbly 
described his journey as an architect in a 
world that had supported hrs methodical 
work. As he talked about his life in archi­
tecture, the enthralled crowd of his peers 
hung on his every word.

President Clinton spoke last, succinct­
ly addressing the many contributions 
made by architecture to the cultural foun­
dation of the "American dream.” And as 
he spoke, the crowd spooned up the 
evening's last course — an homage to 
architecture made of chocolate and pas­
sion fruit mousse with raspberries and 
kiwi sauces, all constructed to look like 
miniature buildings. B

Remo Piano's Iwo American buildings: Houston's Twombly Gallery (left) and The Menil Collection.

Few people have been more closely associated with Cite during its decade and a half 

of publication than photographer Paul Hester. From the second issue on, his pictures 

have provided an ongoing record of both Houston's past and its relentless drive into 

the future. Now, as part of the celebration of the 25th anniversary of the Rice Design 

Alliance, which publishes Cite, an exhibit of Hester's work will be on display from 

October 16 through January 3 at The Menil Collection, 1511 Branard. The show will 

contain some 40 black and white prints, among them the photo of shoppers at a 

lavishly stocked Fiesta, bottom, and the picture of the garishly decorated business, 

below, that was shot for a series of images illustrating the concept of signs as build­

ings. and buildings as signs.
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Cite 43: Spiritual Spaces

Walter P. Moore, Jr. 
1937-1998

Novelist Paula Webb quizzes priest and 
therapist J. Pittman McGehee on what 
makes a space spiritual.

CAM associate curator Lynn Herbert 
muses on the connections between art, 
architecture, and the sacred.

Barbara Koerble examines the church 
architecture of Gary Cunningham.

A
dmired engineer and educator 
Walter P. Moore, Jr. died June 2 I 
from injuries suffered as the result 
of an April 4 automobile accident. He was 

61. Moore, who had been chairman of the 
I louston-hased consulting firm Walter I’. 
Moore and Associates, Inc., was horn and 
raised in Houston. He graduated from the 
Rice Institute with a B.A. and U.S. in civil 
engineering, then received his M.S. and 
Ph.D. in structural engineering from the 
University of Illinois. After serving as a 
captain in the U.S. Army Corps of Engi­
neers, he joined the firm his father had 
founded in 193 I.

Under Moore's direction, Walter P. 
Moore and Associates became nationally 
known for its design of high-rise build­
ings, sports facilities, and other large pro­
jects. In Houston, Moore was involved 
with the 49-story first City Tower, the 
Summit, and the Houston Center. He also 
had a guiding role in the design of the 
Miller Outdoor Theater in I lermann Park. 
Over the years, his firm had an impact on 
the built environments and the quality of

life iti numerous cities.
Moore was not only an engineer, 

but an educator. In 1994, he joined the fac­
ulty of Texas A&M as an instructor in 
both engineering and architecture. He held 
the Thomas A. Bullock endowed chair and 
was director of the Center for Construction 
Education and the Center for Building 
Design and Construction. His honors 
included induction into the National Acad­
emy of Science, receiving the Distinguished 
Alumnus award from both Rice and the 
University of Illinois, and being named 
1995 Master Builder by the Houston chap­
ter of the Associated General Contractors.

Stan Kawaguchi, past president of the 
American Consulting Engineers Council, 
recalls Moore working hard to bridge the 
sometimes contentious gulf between archi­
tects and engineers. And Raymond F. 
Messer, the current chairman of Walter P. 
Moore and Associates, has noted that his 
predecessor was a man for whom “engi­
neering was much more than calculations 
— what was more important was how 
engineering served society.” ■
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Shock
robably no other city in America is undergoing change as explosive as that now taking 

place in Houston. Wherever you turn, you see the dust of development, the framing of new 

houses, the shadows of cranes lifting girders into place. In downtown and Midtown alone, 

a reported $1.2 billion plus in new construction is underway. The city is flush with possibilities in 

a way it hasn’t been for nearly two decades. And yet this torrent of growth throws off the eerie 

glow of lessons unlearned from Houston’s past booms and busts.

The hallmark of Houston development — unfettered market forces embedded in the sacred tra­

dition of laissez-faire property rights — has certainly allowed for rapid response to a phenomenal 

growth in personal wealth. Neighborhoods, especially those within the Loop, have changed char­

acter seemingly overnight. Fed in part by the welcome rediscovery of the downtown trilogy of 

work, residence, and play, inner-city property has again become dear, and there has been a rush to 

develop almost any available open space to its highest capacity, often using the same lot-busting 

scale as was used in the houses in West University during an earlier boom.

in the midst of this activity, planning seems to have been left behind. While discussion of the perils and plea­

sures inherent in the new construction takes place within the professional architectural and planning communi­

ties, this discussion has done little to spark a broader public discourse, and has had little impact on the actions of 

the developers whose work is changing the face of the city.

This is of more than just academic concern. Because what we build today we build for rhe next 30 years, for a 

generation that will be nothing short of revolutionary. Yet while we talk of the new millennium, of new technolo­

gies, and of the infrastructure of digital communication and commerce, I louston seems frozen in dated precon­

ceptions and free-market inhibitions. For instance, we have only recently begun to move beyond rhe aging 

approach of buses and resurrect the idea of a rail system as an answer to our mass transit needs. I louston faces a 

staggering range of issues that a frozen mind-set cannot address: Beyond the promise of a 21st-century mass tran­

sit strategy and the urban impact of Metro’s Downtown and Midtown Transit Streets Project, how will we move 

around the city? Can we have a historic preservation ordinance with teeth? When will there be public strategies 

for housing the families who have been stranded by the destruction of Allen Parkway Village and escalating inner- 

Loop property values? What is the place of city planning anti design, much less zoning, in the public realm? I low 

do we generate public discourse about the quality and character of civic space, including rhe place of public art in 

rhe city? And how do we deal with the crucial issue of the increasingly challenged, degraded environment that 

surrounds us in all the city’s neighborhoods?

In this issue of Cite we try to come to grips with some of these issues — and, perhaps, spark public discourse 

along the way. In the hopes of Mayor Lee Brown and the concerns of former city controller George Greanias, in 

rhe dreams of those who see a downtown throbbing with around-the-clock activity and the dread of those who 

see the character of their streets being destroyed by careless construction, we can perhaps seek a holistic strategy, 

one that can tie together large city issues such as transportation, environmental stewardship, civic amenity, and 

modern communication technologies.

I louston’s urban challenges won’t be satisfied by quick fixes. We can’t afford the short-term mind-set that 

too often marks the city’s developers and, increasingly, corporate builders. In this era of fast growth the city's 

leaders have to move beyond mere caretaking, or minimal and reactive regulation. What Houston needs is a 

fully developed and long-lasting armature for growth and stability — something that’s unlikely to arise out of 

unfettered market forces. Instead, such an armature will require political courage, thoughtful analysis, and careful 

reflection on the part of developers, planners, and government officials working together within the framework 

that defines this city.

Rives T. Taylor, Guest Editor
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U Every world-

class city I’ve 

gone to has 

had a world-

class mass

When l.ee I’. Brown first moved to Hous­
ton in 1982. he teas attracted by what 
attracts many people to the city: the offer 
of a job. Then-mayor Katby Whitmire 
had invited Brown to he Houston's police 
chief, a post he held for eight sometimes 
contentions years. When Brown returned 
to Houston in UtOC after serving as New 
York's police commissioner and President 
Clinton's director of the Office of Nation­
al Drug Control Policy, he was also, 
many people thought, in search of a job, 
and it wasn’t a position as a professor of 
sociology at Rice University that he was 
after. Though Brown taught at Rice for a 
while, what he had his eye on was becom­
ing Houston's mayor. In January, follow­
ing a December runoff with businessman 
Roh Mosbacher, he got his wish, being 
sworn in as the city’s first African-Ameri­
can chief executive.

Brown, an Oklahoma-horn, Califor­
nia-raised son of migrant farm workers, 
took over Houston's top position at what 
may well he a crucial time in the city’s 
history. Under the business and developer 
friendly ride of his predecessor. Bob 
Lanier, Houston began a spurt of growth 
unseen since the height of the oil boom. 
Almost every part of the city can boast 
some form of new construction — as well 
as, and problematically, some form of 
new destruction. The building up of the 
new and the tearing down of the old 
promises to dramatically reshape the look 
and feel of Houston for decades to come, 
and much of it will happen on Lee 
Brown’s watch.

hi June, frequent Cite contributor 
William E Stern and Cite managing editor 
Mitchell J. Shields sat down with the 
mayor to discuss the state of the city. The 
talk began with the problems and oppor­
tunities Brown sees ahead.

C Cite: The current wave of downtown 
and inside-the-Loop development has left 
some people feeling that the city is evapo­
rating beneath them, while others, follow­
ing a I louston tradition that goes hack to 
the Astrodome and the Johnson Space 
( enter, are celebrating what they see as 
I lousron's next step into the future. That 
raises the question of just what is it that 
makes this city what it is. What are your 
feelings about Houston? What is it that 
grabs you, what is it that you think is 
important, what is it that we ought to 
be thinking about as we go into the 
next decade?
B Brown: Well, surely 1 think that the 
things we should be thinking about are 
the things that I'm thinking about, and

that’s reflected in the priorities I've set for 
the city: neighborhood oriented govern­
ment, preserving the neighborhoods, solv­
ing problems in the neighborhoods, form­
ing a partnership between the city govern­
ment and the people who live in the 
neighborhoods. All of this is designed to 
improve the quality of life for people who 
live in different neighborhoods through­
out our city, whether the neighborhood is 
downtown, or whether it’s a commercial 
district, or whether it’s a residential dis­
trict. What I’m interested in is making 
city government accessible to the people, 
and that’s why 1 started our town hall 
meetings and the mayor’s night in.

Second, I think we should focus on 
our young people, because they represent 
the future of the city. We need to make 
sure that, in the context of the neighbor­
hood, they can get a good education 
and walk our streets safely, have good 
parks, and other things of that nature 
that allow children to grow up and reach 
their full potential.

I he third thing to focus on is 
transportation. I see Houston, both in 
perception and in reality, becoming a first 
class, world-class city. Every world-class 
city I’ve gone to has had a world-class 
mass transit system. So I’m going to 
develop a year 2000 transportation plan 
that looks into the future of transporta­
tion for I louston.

Beyond that, I want to make sure that 
we continue our economic development, 
that we nor only keep the ball rolling in 
terms of what we’re doing now, but also 
recognize that there’s an untapped poten­
tial for our city in the global marketplace. 
Houston could become much more of an 
actor in the global marketplace.

And finally, l‘m interested in continu­
ing some of the developments that we 
have going right now. Improving the 
infrastructure, continuing in terms of my 
concern about integrity of government, 
continuing in terms of just pronutting our 
city both domestically and internationally. 
Those are five priorities that I have.

C Cite: To hit on one point that you 
mentioned, transportation: there have 
been complaints in the past that funding 
meant for Metro was being diverted in 
order to subsidize other city services, in 
particular the police. Though you’ve 
already reduced the amount of money 
taken from Metro, and talked about 
reducing this Metro subsidy even more, 
do you think that the use of the Metro 
funds for other purposes has hurt I lous- 
ton’s transportation picture?

B Brown: It prevented the city from hav­
ing a rail system, because the decision was 
to instead have a bus system as the prima 
ry means of transportation. Now, there’s 
often a misperception about using the 
money to fund the police; I think that 
happened only one year, and it was prob­
ably the right thing to do, considering 
where the city was at that time. Since then 
the money has been used for general 
mobility. And the law allows 25 percent 
of Metro funds to he used for general 
mobility — for streets, roads, and other 
things that get people around.

In fact, though my decision is to cur 
back on the subsidizing of other services, I 
still want some of that money — the city 
gets about $50 million for Metro — to be 
used for general mobility purposes. But by 
the same token, I have directed Metro to 
take another look at rail. One of the 
things I think is very viable for I louston 
right now is to have a light rail system 
going from downtown out to the Medical 
Center and the Astrodome. We’re going to 
be doing a study to determine what's the 
best way to address transportation in that 
corridor — we have to do a study by law 
in order to get federal monies — and 
while we can’t go into the study with any 
preconceived notions, I can tell you that I 
have a bias, which is that I think it would 
be good for the city to have that rail sys­
tem going down there.

1 also think we should look at com­
muter rail. If we look at some of the cor­
ridors, whether it’s 1-10 or the West Belt­
way or U.S. 59 or 1-45 out to Galveston, 
we have to look at not only what's needed 
now, but what we will need 15 or 20 
years from now. So 1 see my role as not 
only solving the immediate problems, but 
also looking out for the future. If we’re 
going to have a rail system in 15 or 20 
years, we have to make that decision now. 
If we don’t preserve the right-of-way 
today, it won’t be possible. The decisions 
made a few years ago about the bus sys­
tem meant that if we wanted to do a rail 
system right now, we couldn’t, because we 
don’t have the money. So we have to be 
careful about the decisions we make today 
so that we preserve our options.

C Cite: Is a rail system likely to be 
expensive?
B Brown: It doesn’t necessarily have to 
be. We could probably do the Main Street 
system for $300 million. Now, if you’re 
going to do heavy rail, yes, that is expen­
sive. It’s very expensive in terms of the 
dollar per mile that it takes to build.

transit system. 

So I’m going 

to develop 

a year 2000 

transportation 

plan that 

looks into the 

future of 

transportation 

for Houston.”
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C Cite: Does the new federal highway 
transportation bill include funding for rail 
transportation that I louston will be able 
to tap into?
B Brown: What that does is bring more 
federal funds into the state, which con­
trols it. and what we have to do is make 
sure that the people in Austin give us our 
share. Houston does have some dedicated 
funds coming out of the Federal Trans­
portation Administration, but the plan 
I louston is getting money for now is the 
better bus plan. What we’ve gone to 
Washington with are buses, and that's 
what they’re funding. We do not have 
anything earmarked for a rail system. And 
so what we are doing is taking another 
look at the issue. By January 2000 I’ll 
have a completely new transportation 
plan that will involve not only the city of 
I louston, hut also the county and Metro 
and the state as well.

C C.ite: In terms of transportation, there 
has been a debate about whether it’s more 
important to make it easier to move point 
to point within the city or to build roads 
going out to the suburbs. Whether, in 
essence, it’s better to cater to the urban or 
suburban traveler. That obviously affects 
downtown, because in one case you might 
want streets that are smaller and more 
pedestrian friendly, and in the other you 
might want larger thoroughfares that 
allow for more traffic flow. In Houston, 
intown residents have often complained

that the road interests ruled, and that big­
ger was always better, even if it disrupted 
neighborhoods. Where do you think the 
priority should he?
B Brown: 1 think you have to be con­
cerned both with getting people to the city 
and with moving them around easily once 
they’re here. Initially, if we want to have a 
successful rail system, we have to start 
where you have the density of the ruler 
population, and that's Main Street.

But I also think we have to look at 
commuter rail, bringing people into the 
city, then have a means of getting them 
to the workplace, i can see that if we do 
the light rail downtown, once we get to 
the Astrodome there's no reason we 
can’t then go over to the University of 
Houston, to Texas Southern, even out to 
the airport.

C Cite: Another area of concern is parks. 
One of the things that defines I louston is 
that it is so heavily forested, and tree 
preservation and the conservation of 
green space is for many a crusade. So far, 
you've gotten high marks from parks 
advocates, both with your choice of Oliv­
er Spellman to replace Bill Smith as the 
director of the Parks and Recreation 
Department and with your expansion of 
the parks department’s Urban Forestry 
Division. Could you talk a little bit 
about that?
B Brown: First of all, I want to develop 
a master plan for parks in our city, and 
I've given that responsibility to our new 
parks director. But too, I am expanding 
our look at our urban forests. As impor­
tant as trees are to the sense of our city, 
we don’t have a good understanding of 
the resource. We don’t know how many 
trees we have, we don't know who’s 
responsible for taking care of them. In 
order to ger a handle on that, and make 
sure we keep an update on it, we have to 
have the resources in our Urban Forestry 
Division. That's the purpose of expanding 
in that area.

C Cite: Are they doing a survey of Hous­
ton’s tree population?
B Brown: They will be doing a survey. 
That’s in my budget right now. If we don’t 
preserve it, we lose it, and that’s the bot­
tom line.

C Cite: The current tree ordinance pro­
tects trees that are in the right of way and 
also those in the building setback zone. 
But our understanding is that even though 
there is an ordinance on the books, it’s 
been very difficult to enforce, and that

there has been a substantial loss of trees 
in areas that are being developed, which 
has created a lot of frustration.
B Brown: The ordinance is hard to 
enforce because we don’t know a lot of 
things. We don’t know how many trees 
we have, where they are. 1 think that part 
of what I’m doing with the urban forestry 
expansion is making sure that we do have 
an inventory, so we will know what we 
need to protect. And if anyone comes in 
to develop an area, we can see through 
the computer what we already have there.

C Cite: So all the trees that would be in 
the public right of way, or that would he 
covered by the ordinance, will in some 
way be recorded?
B Brown: That is correct.

C Cite: According to the Park People, 
some developers, even before submitting a 
plat, will take down a tree, and when the 
tree is no longer there, it doesn't have to 
appear on the plat. Things like that have 
been going on, and it's becoming some­
thing of a crisis. Is there a short-term way 
to address this? Because a tree survey will 
take a long time.
B Brown: Well, adding more resources 
to urban forestry helps us monitor this as 
well, anti that's part of what we’re doing.

C Cite: That leads to another issue, 
which is the enforcement of ordinances in 
general. Enforcement is the responsibility 
of the planning department, which shrank 
in size when the push for zoning failed. 
We’ve heard from some planners that the 
planning department simply doesn't have 
enough people to do its job, that it 
doesn’t have the resources to monitor 
what it should be monitoring. Do you 
have any new plans for the department? 
B Brown: I haven’t heard what you're 
hearing. The planning director did not 
come to the table during the budget 
process saying he did not have enough 
people. What he asked for, and what I 
think is important for him to receive, is 
the technology to get the job done. We 
have a capability that we're nor taking 
advantage of in terms of computer tech­
nology. The planning department has the 
responsibility now to help implement 
neighborhood oriented government by 
developing plans for every neighborhood 
in the city. We’ve created a map to show 
rhe city's identifiable neighborhoods.
We’re up to about 90 right now, and what 
we will do is develop a plan, not just for 
rhe city, but more so for the people who 
live in the neighborhood, and we’ll
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depend on them telling us what they want 
their neighborhood to be. Once we have 
that information, we can then use our 
resources to work with them m making 
sure that what they want to happen actu­
ally happens.

C die: How large will these neighbor­
hoods be? Looking at your map, they 
seem to be very large areas, and we think 
sometimes of neighborhoods as much 
smaller entities.
B Brown: There are different ways to 
look at it. To come up with the neighbor­
hoods we did an overlay of about every­
thing you can think of: council districts, 
police heats, subdivisions, you name it. 
And the size varied. Some on our map are 
small, some are large. Within one of the 
big neighborhoods we may have smaller 
neighborhoods. The Heights, for example, 
is considered to be a neighborhood, but in 
the 1 (eights you have a lot of sub-neigh­
borhoods as well, and we've already put 
together a plan that recognizes more 
than one neighborhood in what we cal) 
the I (eights.

C Cite: So what will the planning 
department do? What is the procedure? 
B Brown: Well, first of all, it involves 
not just the city doing it, it involves all 
the people who live in the neighborhoods 
through their organizational representa­
tion. The planning department will be the 
expediter to bring everyone together, and 
then the people will decide what they 
want their neighborhood to look like in 
terms of the infrastructure, in terms of 
whatever they want. That becomes their 
input into city government. And then 
once we have a plan, it is our objective to 
help them implement that plan. It could 
be capital improvements, it could be 
parks, it could be you name it, whatever 
rhe neighborhood wants. So what you 
would have is a partnership between the 
neighborhoods and the city departments.

C Cite: To clarify, say you live in Meyer- 
land; rather than coming down to City 
Hall with everyone else, there would be 
someone you know in Meyerland who 
would then be your conduit to City Hall? 
B Brown: We would have, for lack of a 
better term, a neighborhood liaison for 
that neighborhood who knows about 
everything that goes on there, someone 
who everyone in the neighborhood 
knows. That person would also have con­
tacts in city government. If there’s a prob­
lem with some potholes, basically they 
can call this one person and he can get it

taken care of. I see our government as 
dealing with the problems that we're 
responsible for — getting the garbage 
picked up, taking care of the roads and 
parks, working on school issues, and 
things of that nature. But to make it easy, 
access becomes important. In my first 
town hall meeting, for example, a lady 
got up and said, “I've had this problem 
ten years.” Well, it was a stoppable prob­
lem. It was a police problem, and 1 had 
my police chief there, so the problem was 
taken care of, because she was able to 
talk to someone who makes the decisions.

C Cite: Will that neighborhood liaison 
come out of the planning department, 
or are you going to set up a new 
department?
B Brown: I'm nor creating any new 
bureaucracies. Planning can do what 
they're best at doing, which is planning, 
not delivering services. We have mecha­
nisms for that, whether the issue is solid 
waste, public works, parks, whatever. We 
already have departments for that. And 
we already have the Mayor’s Assistance 
Office, which provides liaisons. And that 
office will be broadened.

C Cite: Sometimes what a neighborhood 
wants is to maintain its historic appear­
ance. But without zoning, legally there 
may not be much that can be done if 
someone wants to come in and, say, tear 
down a house and put up a couple of 
townhomes. If you were to find in going 
to a neighborhood that their top priority 
is “We want deed restrictions" or “We 
would like some mechanism to better pre­
serve the quality of this neighborhood," 
how would you address that?
B Brown: Well, absent deed restrictions, 
you have a problem. We do have rhe 
mechanism to help them develop deed 
restrictions. Our legal department can 
help them accomplish that objective. And 
where there are deed restrictions, we help 
in terms of their enforcement. But our 
historic preservation ordinance doesn’t 
have any teeth in it. I think we need to 
strengthen that ordinance, and we’re tak­
ing a look at that.

C Cite: People are becoming increasingly 
aware of the power that ordinance could 
have, and the weakness it has now. What 
would you like it to become?
B Brown: I don’t know what it should 
become right now, because I’m just begin­
ning to focus on it. 1 do know that it 
doesn't accomplish what many people 
want, and it probably will not unless

there's a strong political movement to 
make it happen. We hear people talk 
about archaeological and historic preser­
vation, but there's no movement to make 
it happen.

C C.ite: You believe this has to become 
more of a grassroots movement?
B Brown: Yes, I do. It has to go before 
City Council and get approval. It becomes 
a political decision at some point in time, 
and therefore there has to be some move­
ment from the people to make it happen.

C Cite: But Houston has probably the 
weakest historic preservation ordinance to 
be found among the nation’s major cities. 
Don't you think there's a way to use polit­
ical leadership to speed up reforming it? 
B Brown: Sure, we can do that, and 
that's what I'm looking at right now. Keep 
in mind, though, that the city has a histo­
ry of growth. That’s the environment 
that's here, and that’s why 1 say there has 
to be some political movement to bring 
about a much stronger ordinance.

C Cite: With the destruction of Allen 
Parkway Village and the loss of many 
houses m Fourth Ward, one concern has 
been about affordable housing. Histori­
cally. there has been a long waiting list for 
public housing in Houston. Do you have 
any ideas on how to prevent Houston's 
poor from being be left behind by the 
current boom?
B Brown; There are some things that we
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can control, and some we can't. We can’t 
control private development. We can con­
trol where the city is doing something, 
such as in our tax increment financing 
districts. Fourth Ward is a good example. 
We will ensure that there will he afford­
able housing in Fourth Ward. Anyone 
who comes before us with a request for 
a TIF |tax increment financing district] 
must have a component of affordable 
housing.

C Cite: what would you consider afford­
able? To one person affordable housing 
might mean a $150,000 house as opposed 
to a quarter-million-dollar house. But to 
people who are working on the lower end 
of the economic scale...
B Brown: To my mind affordable 
housing is not a $150,000 house. We’re 
trying to have something that people can 
afford. There are some guidelines we use 
that are based upon the poverty line. I 
don’t know the exact formula off rhe top 
of my head, bur it’s a certain percentage 
of the poverty line.

I will continue to place a great empha­
sis on affordable housing. It is extremely 
important. Bur again, there are things we 
can’t control. For example, we’re invest 
ing in Fourth Ward, and that investment 
will change Fourth Ward. But we have no 
control over private developers coming 
into the areas outside of where the city is 
investing. They can come in and develop 
whatever they want to. That’s the free

enterprise system. We can't make them do 
anything in terms of affordable housing.

C Cite: Could you expound a little bit on 
how your administration is investing in 
Fourth Ward?
B Brown: Oh, the Renaissance project 
out there, they’re land banking, they’re 
doing it with public funds. Then there’s 
another group, the Fourth Ward Coali­
tion, that’s looking at development. If we 
put our public funds in it, then we have 
some say-so in terms of what the final 
outcome would be by mandating that 
you have X number or a certain percent­
age of affordable housing in addition to 
high-end housing. But also I’m going to 
ask City Council to approve Fourth Ward 
as a tax increment financing district, 
which then gives us control of land use in 
that area.

C C.ite: At one time, fourth Ward boast­
ed the largest enclave of historic shotgun 
houses in an urban setting in the South, a 
legacy that, over the last 20 to 25 years, 
has slowly been destroyed. This is an 
important African-American neighbor­
hood that has deteriorated, and there’s a 
sense in some circles that in the past the 
city almost promoted the loss of some of 
this property because the land, sitting on 
the doorstep of downtown, was so valu­
able. And then there was the destruction 
of Allen Parkway Village. This seems to 
be a very sad story. There are a lot of peo­
ple who arc concerned about what will 
happen to Fourth Ward as a neighbor­
hood. It seems to he on the verge of being 
lost. How do you feel about that?
B Brown: Well, a couple of observations. 
I’ve been in those homes, and the people 
there should not have to live in the condi­
tions they live in. There’s nothing desir­
able about those shotgun homes if you’ve 
ever been inside of them. We’ve been try­
ing to build affordable housing in this city 
ever since I've been here. We now have 
the opportunity to do that. The big prob­
lem is, what happens outside of the zones 
that the city can control? There’s nothing 
that the city can do in terms of telling 
home builders what they can do with their 
money. This is a free enterprise system, 
pro growth, bur in the areas we’re putting 
together as tax increment financing dis­
tricts, then we do have control in terms of 
how the land is used.

C Cite: There have been other cities that 
have instituted programs of restoring 
these kind of houses. I understand their 
condition now is appalling, but Houston

When the Rice Design Alliance held its 
"Re: Rail" Fireside Chat on May 14, 
who showed up was as meaningful as 
what was said. The panel assembled 
for a public discussion of rail as a 
possible element of Houston’s mass 
transit included one guest that, a 
year before, few people would have 
expected to see in such a group: the 
city's mayor.

Of course, the year before the 
mayor had been Bob Lanier, who was 
outspoken in his opposition to com­
muter rail. This time the mayor was 
Lee Brown, who, until this point, had 
been ambivalent on the subject. In 
the weeks following the Fireside Chat, 
Brown would make it clear that his 
ambivalence had given way to enthu­
siasm for a light rail demonstration 
project running down Main Street, but 
when he was invited to participate in 
the RDA event his position was still 
largely unknown.

Still, says Rafael Longoria, an 
associate professor of architecture at 
the University of Houston and. along 
with state representative Jessica Far­
rar, one of the main organizers of 
"Re: Rail," the moment the idea of 
having a Fireside Chat on rail and 
mass transit surfaced in an RDA pro­
gram committee meeting, it was 
decided that the mayor should be 
part of the package. “Since Lanier 
was gone, that removed a psychologi­
cal block, and we were, so to speak, 
back on track to consider [rail] as an 
option," Longoria says, adding that 
the RDA had hoped that Brown would

could come forward with a program, as 
other cities have done.
B Brown: We do that, and we're doing 
that in some parts of Fourth Ward, but 
some of those houses are not restorable. 
Again, 1 think you have to go there and 
do what I've done, walk through some of 
those places and see the deplorable condi­
tions that people are living in. And we 
have absentee landlords; they recognize 
the value of that property, and that's why 
they didn't do anything to take care of it 
for years and years anti the houses have 
deteriorated, in a lor of respects have
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use the Fireside Chat to “officially com­
municate how he felt about rail."

Mayor Brown did just that, making it 
clear that he would like to see a light 
rail system running out of downtown in 
the direction of the Medical Center and 
the Astrodome by 2005. The other pan­
elists — Farrar, Longoria, Metro chair­
man Robert Miller, sociologist Stephen 
Klineberg, and former Dallas Area Rapid 
Transit chair Kathy Ingle — were equally 
enthusiastic about rail's possibilities, 
resulting in less of a debate over rail's 
pros and cons than a laying out of all 
the reasons why rail should be a part of 
Houston's immediate future.

The too-plus crowd who had come 
to Rice University's Baker Institute to lis­
ten also seemed composed largely of 
rail advocates, leaving DART veteran 
Ingle and sociologist Klineberg as the 
only ones to offer up a few cautionary 
comments. While unwavering in her 
advocacy of rail, Ingle noted that 13 
years had elapsed between DART’S 
founding and the opening of Dallas's 
first light rail line, and suggested that it 
might be unrealistic to expect Houston 
to have a line in place on Main Street 
by 2005. She offered up a list of lessons 
Dallas learned in the drive for rail. First, 
be patient; rail can take time. Second, 
don't start construction until you've 
cleared all your right-of-ways and dealt 
with issues of noise mitigation and the 
like; trying to take care of that while 
building a line can be expensive. Also, 
don't make promises you can't keep; 
overselling makes you an easy target for 
rail opponents. At the same time, don't 
set your sights too low; in Dallas, rider­
ship has exceeded projections. And 
never discount the possibility of being a 
victim of your own success. In Dallas. 
Ingle noted, once the first rail lines 
began running, DART was besieged by 
those who wanted rail out to their com­
munities immediately. Only by having a 
long-term mobility plan in place, she

become a hazard to live in. People pay 
$100, $150 a month for rent, but its not 
a good place to live.

C Cite: What are the plans for the 
vacant land that was once Allen Parkway 
Village?
B Brown: We're going to build more 
public housing there. That was always 
part of rhe plan. That's ongoing right 
now. The only thing that's been delaying 
it has been the finding of the remains of a 
grave site there.

said, were they able to persuade 
people to wait their turn.

Klineberg’s cautions came only at 
the end, and at the specific request 
of moderator Jessica Farrar. Earlier, 
Klineberg had noted that his annual 
Houston Area Survey, which he began 
in 1982 to track Houston residents' 
opinions on a variety of topics, had 
started to show indicators favorable 
to rail. A growing number of Housto­
nians, he said, are concerned about 
traffic; not since 1986 has his survey 
turned up so many people who con­
sider traffic and mobility the city’s 
primary problem. At the same time, 
he added, more respondents are 
focused on the need for a revitalized 
downtown, which makes selling a 
downtown-oriented rail system easier.

Still, as the Fireside Chat drew to 
a close, Klineberg agreed to play the 
devil’s advocate and come up with 
an anti-rail argument. Houston, he 
said, is a city with mobility needs 
that won’t respond to a single fix. 
More alternatives are need: better 
bike trails, an improved pedestrian 
system, intelligent street lighting to 
make traffic flow more efficiently, an 
increased emphasis on telecommut­
ing, flexible work scheduling so that 
not everyone travels the streets at 
the same time. “There are all kinds 
of solutions and alternatives that 
keep faith with the great Houston 
experience," Klineberg concluded, 
“which is individual choice and free­
dom and variety and unpredictability 
of the future.”

The audience applauded his quick 
thinking. But even the devil's advo­
cate. they couldn't help but notice, 
hadn’t ruled rail out. He hadn't said 
rail wasn't an answer, just that it 
wasn't the answer. And on that point, 
everyone seemed to agree.

Mitchell J. Shields

C Cite: But the Allen Parkway Village 
site is being developed not just for afford­
able housing, hut also for market hous­
ing. Correct?
B Brown: You have a mixture of homes 
there, which I think makes good sense. I 
think it was a terrible public policy that 
this country entered into when you put 
all the poor people in the same place. You 
should have a mixture.

C Cite: If not all those displaced units 
arc going to be replaced with public 
housing, where is the affordable housing

to take their place being built?
B Broteii: Most of the units arc being 
replaced at the Allen Parkway Village 
site, and others arc being built as afford­
able housing in Fourth Ward. We've done 
an inventory of everybody who’s being 
displaced in Fourth Ward, so we pretty 
well know the impact of the units that 
are being demolished. And there is some 
mechanism in place now — anil that was 
not the case before — to insure that we 
do not just kick people out. That was an 
issue that came to the surface since I've 
been mayor. There were no plans before; 
now we have plans. If the city's involved 
in redevelopment with public funds, then 
the developers must have a replacement 
program, must have affordable bousing.

C Cite: On a different subject, Houston 
has some of the nation's most prominent 
arts organizations. It has one of the coun­
try's leading opera companies, a widely 
admired ballet, and great museums.
These are all popular, and they bring in a 
tremendous amount of revenue. But his­
torically the city hasn't provided much 
financing for these organizations. The 
city has begun construction of a new 
baseball stadium, which is a very expen­
sive endeavor, anil yet we’ve watched as 
tile symphony suffered through serious 
financial problems, and as the Museum 
of Fine Art builds its expansion almost 
solely with private funds. Do you see the 
city becoming more of a participant w ith 
these cultural institutions?
B Brown: The answer is yes, and let me 
add another dimension. The city partici­
pates much more now than is generally 
recognized in terms of the infrastructure 
for the arts in the city. Millions and 
millions in city funds go into the arts 
right now.

C Cite: You mean for the maintenance 
of buildings such as Jones I lai! and the 
Wortham Center?
B Brown: Right. Here we’re talking 
about millions of dollars. On the hotel 
occupancy tax, there’s 19 percent that 
could go to the arts. Under the past 
administration that was capped at a cer­
tain amount of money. I’ve removed the 
cap, and they’ll he up to their full 
amount in about a year. The arts, in my 
estimation, are extremely important, not 
only in terms of cultural enrichment of 
our city, but also economically. Our city 
should become an arts/cuhural destina­
tion, a place to which people travel 
because of our symphony, opera, ballet, 
rhe performing arts. We have more

theater seats here than any other city 
outside of New York City. That’s really a 
jewel in our city. So that will get more 
support from me.

C Cite: One final question. I low do you 
get the public interested in planning?
How do you get them involved in the idea 
that what happens now has results down 
the road, in realizing that unless you plan 
now’, ten years from now you might look 
around and discover that the city you 
loved has disappeared and been replaced 
by a city that you’re not quite as fond of? 
B Brown: You make the changes under­
standable. Conceptually, what I’m doing 
is what I did as police chief. I implement­
ed neighborhood oriented policing, where 
we assigned rhe police to a neighborhood 
to work with the people to solve the 
problems. I think it’s been extremely suc­
cessful, and I use as an example the fact 
that it has now been adopted all over 
America and most parts of the free world. 
To me, the next logical step is to have all 
of government do what we have the 
police d<>: Work in neighborhoods, form a 
partnership, solve problems in neighbor­
hoods, and make the quality of life better. 
As an analogy, if 1 wanted to solve crime 
in Houston, to say I'm going to solve 
crime in I louston doesn't have much 
meaning. I live in Meyerland, and if 1 
want someone to solve crime in Meyer- 
land, then I can measure the crime prob­
lem, tell you what we're doing, and 
fill the void and make the difference. The 
same thing is true with neighborhood 
oriented government.

I have a chart in my office with the 
heading Houston Networks that shows 
the many structures that exist to let peo­
ple know what’s happening in their city: 
civic associations, apartment associations, 
business associations, homeowner associa­
tions — they’re already out there. And 
then on the other hand we have the city 
services, what we’re delivering. If you 
bring those together in a manageable geo­
graphical area, ami have rhe people hav­
ing a real partnership with the city and 
the power to say what’s important to 
them, and then the city uses its resources 
in conjunction with the resources in the 
community, 1 think we can make a 
tremendous difference. ■
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I
t wasn’t all that 
long ago that 
someone driving 
through the neighbor­

hoods inside the Loop 
would have noticed an 
air of, if not necessari­
ly decay, at least stag­
nancy, Houston’s ener­
gy was to be found 
elsewhere, out along 
the rim, where 
planned communities 
bloomed and new 
commercial complexes 
carved out space next 
to the freeways. But 
now that’s changed. 
Anyone cruising the
real estate circum­

scribed by Loop 610 today can't help but
be struck by the suggestion of a city being
reborn, for good or ill. The area within
two miles of the center of downtown
I louston has been experiencing growth 
rates of nearly 33 percent per year in the 
number of dwelling units being built, a 
boom that is fast transforming what was 
only recently a struggling business district 
into one of Texas’s fastest-growing resi­
dential neighborhoods. One statistic 
makes the point: in early 1995, there were 
some 900 apartment and condominium 
units available in Houston's central husi
ness district. By the end of next year, that 
number will grow to almost 2,000.

The change is dramatic throughout 
the city. Between January and June of this 
year, Houston’s Planning and Develop­
ment Department recorded applications 
for 3,819 new multi-family dwellings 
inside the Loop, and 2,921 more outside. 
In addition, 695 applications for single 
family structures were logged inside the 
Loop, and 1,432 outside. This influx is 
touted by some as bringing new life to a 
number of historic properties, and, more 
important, bringing renewed vitality to 
several threatened neighborhoods. Others, 
less sanguine, have complained that too 
many of the changes arc destroying histo­
ry rather than saving it, and that the new 
Houston that’s being birthed is not a par­
ticularly pretty one.

In terms of size, the sections of down­
town and Midtown undergoing the most 
rapid growth are only a small part of an 
awesomely sprawling whole — little more 
than 12 square miles out of a total geo­
graphic area of 617 square miles. In 
urbanistic impact, however, the current 
change in downtown and midtown is the 
most important shift of pattern since rhe

By Joel Warren Barna

creation of Loop 610 in the late 1950s.
Factors as diverse in scale as a

rebounding national economy, an activist 
mayoral administration, and the end of 
the sewer moratorium inside 610 have 
combined to stimulate an interest in the 
central city among both builders and buy­
ers, creating the first major centripetal
force tor development in Houston in
more than 10 years.1

DOWNTOWN'S DECLINE: 1960-1994

T he creation of Loop 610, which linked 
the spokes of I louston’s radial north­
south and east-west freeways, made 
vast tracts of land accessible from 
high-speed motorways, opening 
huge areas for new suburban 
subdivisions by providing 
fast connections to the rest 
of the city.

Loop 610 turned 
1 louston from a frag­
menting but still cen­
trally focused spatial 
entity into something 
more like a doughnut, 
with the field of 
development and 
growth focused at its 
edges, and it took 
only a few years from 
the Loop’s construc­
tion for the center of 
the doughnut — 
downtown — to start 
turning into a hole.

Interchange connec­
tions between 610 and 
Interstates 45 and 10 and 
U.S. I lighways 59 and 290 
afforded a huge jump in acces­
sibility for each of those junc­
tions, giving them the same status
as centers for retail and office devel­
opment that downtown had previously 
enjoyed. Downtown became just another 
node in a mulrinode grid, and a has-been 
at that, with already established high den 
sities and high land prices. Although sig­
nature high-rise buildings continued to be Similar
built downtown throughout the seventies 
and early eighties, after 1970 the volume 
of office space outside the city core out­
ranked that downtown by more than 
three to one. Downtown began a decline 
that turned precipitous in the mid-eight­
ies, when the bank and savings-and-loan
crisis drove the high-dollar name tenants 
of the downtown towers first into 
retrenchment and then, in many cases, 
completely out of business. T he economic

bust hurt the suburban real estate market
too, of course: The statistics for suburban
office vacancy were almost always higher 
than for downtown. But those figures 
masked a deeper abandonment of the cen­
tral city. By the late 1980s, almost 35 per­
cent of downtown I louston was 
given over to surface
parking.

scary conditions 
developed just outside 
the downtown core, where increas­
ing numbers of properties went vacant. 
Residential and small commercial proper­
ties on and around Main Street south of 
the Pierce Elevated were abandoned;
many burned, leaving gaps in the city fab­
ric, The decline, already pronounced in 
the Scott Street area east of downtown, 
moved westward from the central busi-
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Doughnut

ness district, clearing away blocks of 
f ourth Ward and traveling through Mid­
town along Dallas and West Gray, up 
through the eastern ends of Westheimer, 
Alabama, and Richmond, into Montrose 
and across Waugh Drive to finally lap

ar rhe edges of River Oaks along 
Shepherd Drive.

DOWNTOWN BACK AGAIN

It is in reversing this trend that the pre­
sent resurgence of development is so sig­
nificant. The nodes of Loop 610 have 
almost filled in, and now that Beltway 8, 
some five to seven miles farther out, is 
nearing completion, it seems that a sizable

market of home buyers and renters who 
want to escape the suburbs and the time 
demands of commuting has developed. It’s 
as if I louston had stretched out so far 
that its sprawl began doubling back on 
itself. The hole in the doughnut has 
turned into a city edge on a par with the 
edges outside Beltway 8, and is now open 
for the big shifts in density that used to be 
the sole province of suburban tracts. 
Builders and buyers have discovered that 
the downtown skyline is a unique ameni­
ty, something that turns the intown seg­
ment of the multinode grid into a memo­
rable, affecting place.

T his is a historic moment for Hous­
ton, albeit one that is not unique 

(similar interest in downtown liv­
ing has been developing in Port 

Worth, Dallas, and Austin). 
Not only are the young anil 
the hip gravitating in increas­

ing numbers to inner-city 
loft spaces, but they’re also 
being accompanied by a 
sizable number ot older 
"empty nester" buyers 
uninterested in suburban 
schools and bored by 
suburban sameness. 
Still, these trends have 
existed, at least in an 
attenuated form, for a 
long time. The real sur­
prise is that a major 

suburban residential 
developer is doing a 
booming business within a 

stone’s throw of downtown, 
selling the equivalent of regu­

lar suburban houses to people 
very much like regular subur­

ban buyers.
Phis is a remarkable change, and 

it's worth tracing the factors that 
have combined to stimulate the market 

for housing in and near downtown 
Houston, hirst, at the national scale, the 
economy recovered from the recession of 
the early 1990s, and Texas, now much 
more closely aligned with the national 
economy than before, completed its recov­
ery from the effects of the real estate and 
oil busts of rhe 1980s. Interest rates for 
commercial and residential loans fell. 
Then, for reasons that are still being 
debated across rhe country, crime rates 
began to fall. The fear of walking on 
downtown streets began to decline. 
Throughout the city there was confidence 
in the economy, money available to 
finance construction, and a new percep­
tion about I louston’s safety.

So ail of a sudden, young couples, 
single people, and empty nesters could 
contemplate living in one of those hip 
loft spaces that were in the news and not 
feel that they were placing themselves 
in danger.

MAKING NEGATIVES POSITIVES

Given the state of the inner city, 
however, a falling crime rate was nor in 
itself enough ro induce a flood of new res­
idents. Simply decreasing one negative 
aspect wasn’t sufficient. There were other 
issues to deal with, from rhe presence of 
the homeless to rhe area’s many empty 
blocks and buddings. What was needed to 
attract people downtown was something 
new and positive.

Over the years, many attempts had 
been made to come up with any number 
of positive changes downtown. The Amer­
ican Institute of Architects, the Rice 
Design Alliance, and rhe architecture 
schools at Rice and the University of 
Houston were among a number of groups 
that sponsored a steady stream of design 
workshops, shows, and thinkathons 
aimed at helping developers and rhe city 
government see the potential tor redevel­
opment in particular properties and vari­
ous neighborhoods.

What may have turned rhe tide 
were rhe transformations of two hulking 
derelicts: the Rice Hotel and the Albert 
Thomas Convention Center. Both had 
long been the subject of protracted brain­
storming and negotiations that went 
nowhere. 'The turning point for these two 
projects, and for rhe attractiveness of 
downtown residential property in general, 
came with the election of Bob Lanier as 
mayor. A suburban apartment developer 
whose antipathy toward a mass transit rail 
system was an important part of his cam­
paign, Lanier wasn’t expected to be partic­
ularly interested in the fate of the inner 
city. That expectation turned out 
to be wrong.

"Bob Lanier was very focused from 
rhe first of his administration ro the last 
on inner-city redevelopment, l or the first 
time ever, he directed city resources to 
rebuilding central-city neighborhoods,” 
claims Guy I lagstette, who as director 
of capital projects and planning for the 
Houston Downtown Management District 
has a particular interest in seeing down­
town grow. "I Ie deserves a huge amount 
ol credit for the good things that are hap­
pening downtown now. “

Lanier’s point man in pushing the 
rebirth of downtown was Michael

http://schools.it
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The Metropolis, 0 Rendell Oavil loft devtlopmenl at Waugh and 

West Gray, Page Southerland Pogo, architect (1997).
Ubiquitous housing developer Perry Homes readies the block 

at Team and loBronch for a 44-unil townhouse project.

Stevens, who was tapped to head the 
Houston I loosing Finance Corporation 
(HHFC), a city agency that had been cre­
ated to use federal funds to build afford­
able housing. Stevens, a real estate devel­
oper who left city government following 
the election of Lee Brown, and who is 
now pushing the creation of new arenas 
for basketball and football, says that he 
began at IIIII ( by "scouring the IIHFC’s 
outstanding bonds." The agency, he says, 
had borrowed lots of money for projects 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and 
was still paying for the bonds at high 
rates of interest. "We refinanced those 
bonds," says Stevens, "anil generated 
$20 million in liquidity for Hl iFC.”

That bankroll enabled III11 ( to buy 
2,500 abandoned apartment units around 
the city, rehabilitate them, and sell them 
to developers for a profit of $9 million. 
Though some critics claimed that the city 
was getting too deep into being a real 
estate developer and forgetting its com­
mitment to affordable housing — restric­
tions on the apartment sales were sup­
posed to keep 50 percent of the units 
affordable, but there was some debate 
over how seriously those restrictions were 
enforced — Stevens says that "my con­
cept was to only do the deals that needed 
doing. If a building is having a positive 
or a neutral impact on its surroundings, 
don’t get involved in it. But if it's having 
a negative impact, hurting tax revenues 
from property values around it. that's the 
type of project where involvement by the 
public sector can have the maximum ben­
efit on public funds.”

Stevens brought this concept, funds 
from the HHFC, and his experience with 
financing commercial projects to bear on 
both the Rice and the Albert Thomas 
Convention Center. The latter was meta­
morphosed into Bayou Place, which, 
while not exactly perfect (there's lots of 
interior space that remains unfinished!, is 
already a remarkable success in urban 
terms. The Angelika Film Center is 
bringing in moviegoers from across the 
city, while the center's restaurants and 
music clubs provide ancillary attractions. 
The result at Texas and Smith is, at least 
in the early going, one of the most suc­
cessful public spaces that I louston has 
seen. The connection between Bayou 
Place’s sidewalk cafes and the formerly 
all-but-dead plaza in front of the 
Wortham Center crackles with energy by 
day, and by night, with a full complement 
of people on the street, it’s even better.

When the Rice renovation is 
finished — something that's projected to

happen this fall — it promises to have 
a similarly stimulating impact on down­
town life.

The Rice I Intel project will have 
312 lofts, but equally important, it will 
have 25,000 square feet of retail space, 
meaning, at least potentially, services for 
residents who will be able to shop for 
groceries without getting into their 
cars to drive outside downtown. The 
hopes for this retail space are big, perhaps 
unrealistically so. But it’s clear that the 
interest in properties in and around 
Market Square is having important spin­
off effects. For example, some 25 new 
restaurants have opened in the area in 
the past year.

"The number of restaurants that have 
opened in the north end of downtown is 
amazing,” says Steve Hippo, associate 
director of the Downtown I listoric Dis 
trict. As someone who works to give his­
toric buildings new uses rather than see 
them cleared by the wrecker's ball, he is 
delighted that restaurants have opened in 
the street-level spaces of the Brashear 
Building (1882), the I logg Building 
(1921), the Hermann Estate Building 
(1916). and the Roco Building 11870).

WHO IS BUILDING WHAT. WHERE?

The perceived success of high-profile pro­
jects such as Bayou Place and the Rice 
I lotel add cachet to downtown living, 
and have helped encourage a broader resi­
dential boom, something that has been 
building since the early 1990s, when the 
Houston central business district con­
tained just under 900 dwelling units in 
four high-rise apartment/condominium 
projects: the Beaconsfield, built in 1908; 
2016 Main, built in 1964; Houston 
1 louse, built in 1965; and Four Seasons 
Place, which opened in 1982. In 1993, 
however, Randall Davis, who went on to 
become the developer ot the Rice Hotel, 
opened his Dakota Lofts project, 53 con­
verted industrial/warchouse spaces on 
William Street north of downtown. He 
followed this in 1995 with the Hogg 
Palace on Louisiana, with 79 loft spaces. 
The loft concept — high ceilings and tall 
windows, open plans with floating interi­
or walls, exposed brick walls and duct­
work. and industrial flooring — has been 
a staple of artists' live/work spaces 
throughout the country since the 1960s. 
Indeed, that's part of what makes them 
attractive to a wider market today. With 
the opening of Davis’s properties, the loft 
apartment concept took on a new mar­
ketability in Houston. It formed the basis

for rhe redevelopment of the Rice, and it 
provided rhe pattern for scores of smaller 
projects, cither of conversion or new 
construction, built or planned north 
and west of downtown, with high win­
dows turned to the 1 louston skyline. 
(Davis himself developed the most visible 
of these projects, the Metropolis at 
Waugh and West Gray, a new building in 
a loft style with silly-looking gargoyles, 
but with huge expanses of glass facing 
downtown.)

Other high-dollar loft residences 
under way for downtown include 220 
Main, a 30-unit condominium project 
developed by Q Ratio Texas; Bayou 
Lofts at 907 Franklin, developed by 
Spire Realty, which will have 107 
units; Main Street Plaza, a 110- 
unit project at 705 Main, devel­
oped by Randall Davis; and 
rhe 90-unit I tumble Building 
at 1212 Main, developed by 
URL All these projects are 
set to open in 1999.

At the opposite end 
of the spectrum in terms 
of price, but no less sig­
nificant for downtown, 
arc four projects devel­
oped by New Hope 
I lousing, Inc., and 
Houston Area Commu­
nity Development Cor­
poration. These arc sin­
gle room occupancy res­
idences at 320 Hamilton 
and 1414 Congress that 
are designed to house the 
formerly homeless.

As significant as this 
stream of projects is, the num­
bers are almost certain to 
change drastically over the next 
year as the Rice Hotel comes on 
line. As Michael Stevens notes. "The 
more people you have walking around 
downtown, the more people will feel 
comfortable there, and the more people 
will feel that living downtown is a 
viable option."

In addition, other developments will 
add to the interest in downtown. The 
Houston Downtown Management Dis­
trict’s Guy I iagstette, who lives down­
town, says that four of his neighbors 
moved into the building where he lives 
when their employer moved its offices 
to the central city from the suburbs. 
Hagstette says that he expects to sec­
similar effects later this year, when Conti­
nental Airlines moves its headquarters 
downtown.

FILLING IN MIDTOWN

All the factors that contributed to down­
town’s decline, and all the factors that are 
now contributing to its resurgence, have 
also affected the Midtown area, the sec­
tion of the city south of downtown and 
west of Interstate 45 and U.S. 59. 
Like downtown, Mid­
town has a street 
grid turned 
45

degrees 
from the north­
south grid of neigh­
borhoods to the west. And 
like downtown, Midtown has a lot of 
open land.

There is a special factor al play in 
Midtown and the neighborhoods to its 
west — the lifting of the city's sewer-con­
nection moratorium. Previously, builders 
were limited by the local sewer capacity 
to the density of previous uses of a given

http://vp.ii.es
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In Houston's Midtown, apartment developments follow a tried 

and true suburban model.

Even when derades-old live oaks are left in place, they can still
be threatened if buildings encroach on their root systems.

piece of land {or to the number of sewer 
connections they were able to buy else­
where for use with the land), but now 
they're free (for a fee) to develop proper 
ties at much higher densities.

The effect of this change can already 
be seen in four projects that occupy no 

more than a tenth of Midtown’s 
area. Post Properties is 

developing Post 
Apartment

Homes of 
Midtown, a 

project in three phas­
es with some 600 units on rhe 

Bland Cadillac property at the corner of 
West Gray and Bagby. Design for the pro­
ject is being provided by RTKL Associates 
of Dallas. Jcnard Gross, who built the 
Rincon, a 1996 apartment project on 
Dunlavy at Allen Parkway, is building the 
Oaks, a 190-unit complex, three blocks 
away from the Post Properties project. |Pl

Texas, a Houston-based firm, is construct­
ing the Jefferson at Oak Place, designed 
by Kaufman Meeks Associates, on proper­
ty situated between that belonging to 
Gross and that belonging to Post Proper­
ties. Four blocks away, Camden Realty 
Trust is planning a project that will take 
up the equivalent of six city blocks.

As construction on these projects goes 
forward, improvements to the streets, 
sewers, anil water services are being 
undertaken with the support of the Mid­
town Tax Increment Finance Reinvest­
ment Zone, or TIE, another quasi-govern- 
mental entity using the improved tax rev­

enues from new development as seed 
money to get the projects the infra­

structure anil services they need.
As those improvements are 

made, the rest of Midtown 
will be primed for even 

more development.
Another significant fac­

tor in the area south and 
west of downtown has 
been the work of the 
Perry Homes company. 
This residential builder, 
best known for subur­
ban developments, has 
since 1994 built scores 
of townhouse projects 
in the River Oaks 
Shopping Center area 
around Fairview Street 
west of Shepherd Drive.

Barbara Brown Ten­
nant, vice president for 

planning and design at 
Perry Homes, says that 

she moved into the area, a 
neighborhood of 1920s-era 

bungalows with numerous 
rental properties, in 1992. At the 

rime, it had seen only a few small­
scale conversions to townhouses.

"We saw the opportunity to deliver a 
new product with efficiency," Tennant 
says. "There was no new housing in the 
area at all, and I could see that there was 
a real market for new townhomes."

The projects built by Perry Homes and 
others have featured townhouses ranging 
in size from 2,500 to 3,900 square feet. 
They are built on vacant lots or on the 
sites of houses that, according to Tennant, 
can’t be remodeled for new buyers.

Typical townhouse buyers, she adds, 
are older people, many of whom have sec­
ond homes. “They want a simpler lifestyle 
than they had in the suburbs,” says Ten­
nant, “and a townhome is easier to main­
tain — |it's| something you can lock up

and leave for the weekend to go to rhe 
country or the beach.”

Perry I lomes's newest project is Bald­
win Square, a 44-unit townhouse project 
near the intersection ofTuam and 
LaBranch, adjacent to Elizabeth Baldwin 
Park. “This is a pioneering project for 
us," says Tennant. Indeed, Perry Homes is 
creating a significant expansion of the 
housing stock in an area that hasn’t seen 
any new residential construction in per­
haps 65 years. Two other projects arc also 
on rhe drawing boards, Tennant says. All 
told. Perry Homes plans more than 100 
units in the area. The units will sell in the 
$130,000 to $160,000 price range, and 
will be between 1,600 and 2,000 square 
feet in size.

The Midtown TIF played an impor­
tant role in stimulating Perry Homcs’s 
interest in rhe area, notes Tennant. “ The 
TIF is reimbursing us for the streetscape 
improvements in the right-of-way we are 
putting in: street trees, landscaping, side­
walks, streetlights, benches, and so on,” 
she says. "This reimbursement helped 
spur all the development that is going on 
the area, and it’s going to have a real 
impact on quality of life. We're nor just 
doing sidewalks and grass. It'll be a lot 
nicer, because of what the TIF is willing to 
pay for.”

A QUESTION OF QUALITY

T he financial assistance and urban-design 
guidance of the Midtown TIF could help 
rhe Baldwin Square area avoid the prob 
lems that have plagued some other town­
house projects. Indeed, more financing for 
infrastructure and lots more design guid­
ance will be necessary in the future as 
Midtown and downtown develop if these 
areas are to become the vibrant popula­
tion centers that are hoped for rather than 
rhe sea of dull townhomes some fear.

One has only to look at the develop­
ment around Fairview and Shepherd cre­
ated in recent years by Perry Homes and 
others to sec what should be avoided. 
There, the modicum of urbanity attached 
to the previous fabric of l920s-era 
duplexes, with their classical massing and 
uniform setbacks, and to the bungalows 
from rhe same period, with their porches 
and gardens, has been replaced by inex­
pensively built stucco and pseudo-mason­
ry townhouses that crowd the street, turn­
ing streetscapes of measured expansive­
ness and layering into areas of high densi­
ty and blunt juxtaposition.

T his doesn't have to be repeated; there 
arc well-known ways to deal with the

types of problems that townhouse devel­
opment can create for rhe urban texture, 
and the presence of TIFs as mediators and 
facilitators for new development holds 
out hope for Midtown and neartown 
J louston. Still, all that is required for the 
triumph of the really dreadful will be for 
the TIF oversight mechanisms to relax.

For now, I would argue that the mere 
fact that residential developers want to 
create residences in these close-in neigh­
borhoods, many of them otherwise per­
ilously close to abandonment, is a posi­
tive factor that should outweigh design 
related concerns, at least for the present. 
Although concerns about the type and 
quality of development in these areas 
have been voiced and should he pursued, 
overall, this is an enormously positive 
change for Houston.

However the development is carried 
out, one thing is for sure: it will be car­
ried out. Further construction is raking 
place, linking the central city with the 
more stable residential areas west of 
Shepherd Drive. Within the next few 
years, downtown 1 louston and many of 
the close-in neighborhoods will be vastly 
different places than they have been for 
the past two decades. Residential and 
commercial development, fostered by the 
Lanier administration and carried for 
ward by the tax increment districts and 
other entities created during the past ten 
years, will increase the uses of downtown 
land and property to the west to form a 
zone of relative high density that stretches 
from the central business district to the 
Galleria/Post Oak area. In effect, Hous­
ton’s core will be redefined to embrace 
everything in between those two nodes, 
giving the city a new, bipolar center. 
Houston is filling the doughnut. ■

1. The sewer moratorium was the subject of .in 
.irtislc. “ Trading Toilets." by William 11. Anderson 
and William O. Neuhaus III. in the first issue of (itr 
16 years ago.
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Typiial ihree-tlory townhouse development in the Museum Dislritt demonstrating stairway projection into the citywide ten-loot setback lone.

Tools of the Development Trade
Interpreting Building Codes and Planning Ordinances

By William F. Stern T
he building boom of the late 
nineties has dramatically altered 
the character in many of Houston's 
near-downtown neighborhoods. Hundreds 

of cottages, bungalows, and modest two- 
story houses built earlier in the century 
have been demolished in the last few years 
to make way for an onslaught of town­
house and apartment developments. 
Montrose and its adjoining neighborhoods 
are quickly becoming a hodgepodge of 
three-story townhouses mixed in with 
single-family houses on what is becoming 
increasingly valuable land. Lacking deed 
restrictions, these communities will 
continue to change as long as the market 
demands. And while the repetitive archi­

tecture of the new housing might be dis 
turbing for its sameness in neighborhoods 
that were previously characterized by a 
richness of variety, the density of the 
developments has an even greater detri­
mental effect, because precious open 
space is all too often sacrificed.

Rarely do the developers of the new 
infill housing projects incorporate much 
public or private open space, opting 
instead for housing blocks that virtually 
fill a lot, with separations of five feet or 
less between adjacent property lines. 
Today's builders are primarily interested 
in maximizing their financial return, anil 
they have found a winning formula for 
doing so. Hut it is not solely their busi­

ness sense that has produced success. 
New and, some might well argue, ques­
tionable interpretations of city ordinances 
and codes have unleashed developers on 
land that previously would have been 
economically unfeasible for dense town­
house construction.

Although the city lacks zoning, devel­
opment and building in I louston are regu­
lated through other means. Over the years 
City Council has passed a number of ordi 
nances that regulate everything from 
parking to the location of sexually orient­
ed businesses. Without the framework of 
a comprehensive zoning law, Council 
must rely on this patchwork of ordi­
nances, each passed as a need arises. The
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The dry's inletprefalion of the Uniform Building Code allows townhouse developers to build three full stories without a second means of egress from the third floor, a boon Io those who want Io 

matimiie square footage on narrow inner-city lots.

enforcement and interpretation of the 
ordinances is left to the city’s Department 
of Planning and Development and the 
Planning Commission. Additionally, the 
city regulates building through building 
codes administered by the Department of 
Public Works and Engineering- As any 
homeowner who has built or remodeled a 
house knows, a building permit, based on 
architectural and structural drawings, 
must be obtained before construction 
begins, and through periodic inspections 
the construction is monitored by the 
Department of Public Works.

The interpretation of two simple 
rules — one from a planning ordinance 
and the other from the building code — 
has had a startling effect on how Hous­
ton’s developers build and plan, yielding 
densities that heretofore were inconceiv­
able. Adopted in 1982, the so-called 
development ordinance (Chapter 42 of 
the Code of Ordinances) required 
citywide building setbacks for the first 
time in I iouston’s planning history. 
Building setbacks have been utilized as an 
instrument of planning in the city since 
the turn of the century, but only in deed 
restricted neighborhoods, where a front 
setback from the property line of 25 feet 
was not uncommon, along with shallower 
side and rear setbacks. For purposes of 
both opening the public right-of-way and 
allowing for future street widening, the 
1982 development ordinance established 
building setbacks of ten feet for properties 
facing local and interior streets and 25 
feet on major thoroughfares for "all 
structures and improvements,”1

In separate conversations, two plan­
ners in the Department of Planning and 
Development confirmed that the city will

allow landscaping, driveways, walkways, 
and a wooden fence under eight feet in 
the setback zone but will permit no other 
structures. That, at least, is the rule. But 
observation of many new townhouse 
developments reveals what appears to be 
a clear violation of the ordinance. On any 
number of new townhouse projects rhe 
primary stair, which leads to a second 
floor main entrance, projects well into the 
setback zone. With only a two-car garage 
entrance at the ground floor, this allows 
rhe developer to optimize building 
frontage and justify the construction of 
townhouse units on property that would 
otherwise be too narrow to economically 
accommodate both pedestrian and vehicu­
lar entrances at grade for multiple units. 
By projecting the primary entrance — and 
thereby the primary means of egress — 
into the setback zone, rhe developer gains 
the extra space needed to build multiple 
units economically on property formerly 
occupied by a single dwelling unit.

When asked about this seemingly 
obvious violation, one of rhe city planners 
explained that it would not be possible 
for a plat to be approved with a stair in 
the setback zone, and suggested that this 
information might not appear on draw­
ings until they are submitted to the 
Department of Public Works, which is 
only responsible for issuing a building 
permit and does not review plans for ordi­
nance compliance. Alternatively, for prop 
erties not required to have a plat reviewed 
by the Department of Planning, a devel­
oper could easily bypass the scrutiny of 
that department by submitting solely to 
the Department of Public Works for 
review of code compliance. This explana­
tion raises serious questions about the

process of plan review and ordinance 
enforcement.

Equally astounding is an interpreta­
tion of egress and square footage as 
found in the 1994 Uniform Building 
Code, the code used by the City of I Ions- 
ton. In Houston, the typical two-story 
residence is required to have only one 
means of egress, which means a ground 
floor exit and one set of stairs from the 
second story to the ground floor. I iow- 
ever, in a three-story dwelling two exits 
(or two continuous stairways to the 
ground floor) are required when the area 
of the third floor exceeds 500 square 
feet.2 The additional stairway can be on 
the exterior of the dwelling.

This rule applies to both freestanding 
residences and townhouse developments. 
But in apparent disregard for the lan­
guage of the code, hundreds of three-story 
townhouse units have been built in recent 
years with only one stairway where the 
space on the third floor clearly exceeds 
500 square feet. How is this possible? 
Simple — building officials have interpret­
ed the 500 square feet to encompass space 
that is "habitable," even though the term 
“habitable” is not included in the lan­
guage of the code that addresses egress 
from a third floor.

By code definition, habitable space in 
a structure is defined as space for “living, 
sleeping, eating, or cooking" but “bath­
rooms, toilet compartments, closets, halls, 
storage or utility space, and similar areas 
are not considered habitable space."1 
According to one former building official, 
when this particular egress provision was 
incorporated into earlier versions of the 
code, the 500 square feet of allowable 
space was calculated as actual square

footage no matter what the usage: i.e., 
bathrooms anil hallways were included. 
One might ask why the code limits space 
on a third floor if a second stairway is not 
included. Like many items in the Uniform 
Building Code, this provision deals with 
safety in the event of a fire, ensuring safe 
egress to the ground floor with two ways 
out when occupied space on a third floor 
exceeds 500 square feet/

This is not the case in Houston, how­
ever, where the code has been interpreted 
to the obvious advantage of the town­
house developer. By allowing more than 
500 square feet of space on a third floor 
through the definition of “habitable” 
space, the developer can essentially build 
out the entire third story with not just one 
bedroom but two. Once again valuable 
land becomes more desirable for develop­
ment, because in the numbers game a 
larger townhouse can be built, selling for 
enough money to justify the high cost of 
land. Without the Department of Public 
Works’ generous interpretation of egress 
requirements from a townhouse with a 
full third story, many inner-city lots prob 
ably could not be economically developed.

Planning regulations are passed to 
protect the common good, which is the 
purpose of 1 Iouston’s ordinances and 
codes. If these are left to interpretation or 
procedural violations, then the common 
good can be easily ignored, and in the 
two examples cited exactly that appears 
to have occurred. Individuals frustrated 
with the overbuilding of their neighbor­
hoods need look no further than instru­
ments of planning and building law as 
a way to enforce more conscientious 
building. While such laws might only 
marginally affect density and have no 
effect on architectural quality, they have 
been implemented to provide a minimal 
means of development control and guid­
ance. These rules were established for the 
safety and welfare of the public at large, 
and when they are loosely interpreted or 
not enforced, they produce a gain for the 
developer that comes at the expense of the 
people and their city. ■

I. ('ode i»l Ordinance*, ( hapter 42, p. 2X65.
2. |994 Uniform Building Code with ( it* of 

Houston Amendments (’hapter 10, section KKB.I. p. 
175.

V Ibid, Chapter 2, section 209, p, 16.
4. 1n .1 two-story residence, only one stairway is 

required because one could presumably exit or jump 
to grade through a window from the second story in 
the event that a lire has Mocked the stairway.
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By Dan Searight

F
or one day in early May, downtown 
1 louston looked like its promoters 
have long claimed it could. The 
streets were filled with people; families 

strolled along Buffalo Bayou; restaurants 
were bursting with patrons. The central 
business district glowed with life that con­
tinued deep into the evening. In fact, it 
wasn't until midnight that the crowds 
thinned and the city fell quiet.

The catalyst for all this energy was the 
official opening of phase two of Sesqui- 
centennial Park, 8.2 acres of green space 
on the western side of the Wortham Cen­
ter. Of course, special events have always 
managed to breathe some vitality into 
downtown, however ephemerally, but this 
one was particularly instructive. Even

Urban Glue

make it to the park they could sec beneath 
them. It was hardly the crowds that had 
been visualized. True, it can take time for 
unfamiliar projects to settle into the city’s 
fabric, bur the nearly vacant park did 
raise a question: just how effective has all 
the attention given to downtown really 
been in terms of creating a sustainable 
urban community? In creating, that is, a 
community in which people go to work, 
spend rime on the street, and enjoy all 
the amenities of traditional suburban life: 
the grocery store, movie house, schools, 
and recreational opportunities? Once all 
the touted central city projects are com 
pleted, will downtown I louston resemble 
Sesquicentennial Park at the height of its 
dedication — full and bustling — or will

'there' there. The problem becomes, how 
do we make a ‘there’?"' Belzer defined 
four key factors that combine to yield a 
successful urban revitalization effort:

Context
Know the community or the context 
and have a vision plan within which 
projects are created;
Scale
Match the level of investment with the 
level of risk. Don't risk beyond what the 
private sector will support;
Diversity
Projects must occur in a broad context; 
no one project will solve all the problems 
in a neighborhood or community;
Image
Good projects will fit the vision for the 
target neighborhood or city.-

Belzcr’s four criteria are something of 
a test for the urban revitalization process. 
And on her first point, at least, Houston 
doesn’t fare particularly well. It lacks 
both a formal master plan and a well 
defined public policy to guide planning 
efforts, the only major U.S. city that can 
boast of such a dubious honor. This

Getting people downtown is one thing.

Making them sta y is another.

though there were activities such as the 
Buffalo Bayou Regatta, the dedication of 
seven 70-foot-tall “Pillars of the Commu 
nity“ created by artist Mel Chin working 
with local schoolchildren, and Waterhire 
1 louston, in which 30 bonfires were set 
ablaze down the middle of the bayou, the 
point was not simply to create a new 
spring festival. Rather, the point was to 
suggest that downtown had become an 
appealing place to be regardless of 
whether or not a festival was in the off­
ing, that the area could be engaging on its 
own. f urther, it was suggested that one of 
rhe reasons for this was such new ameni­
ties as Sesquicentennial Park.

Bur later in rhe week, after the 
remains of the opening ceremonies had 
been cleared away, it appeared there 
might be a problem with that suggestion. 
On this particular downtown day Sesqui­
centennial Park was almost empty. Only a 
few people wandered next to the bayou, 
while a few others walked along the edge 
of the Wortham Center, unsure of how to

it be more like the park in the week fol­
lowing — a well built monument all but 
bereft of life?

The answer to this question depends 
in great part on how well the city fills the 
spaces between signature structures such 
as the Ballpark at Union Station and 
Bayou Place. There have been encourag­
ing signs. The growing activity m rhe the­
ater district, with lines snaking out of new 
Market Square restaurants such as Tasca, 
Cabo, and Solero, give tiff a strong sense 
of life. But can this last?

In 1996, Dena Belzer, an economist 
with San Francisco's Bay Area Economics, 
offered up a few guidelines for people 
interested in tracking how well their city 
is doing in restoring vigor to its urban 
center. In an address to the Mayor's Con­
ference on Urban Planning held in her 
home city, she struck at the heart of 
Houston’s current downtown redevelop 
ment effort when she noted that "when 
starting to revitalize a community you 
usually start with a place that has no

could he a problem, since any real estate 
venture, private or public, that seeks to 
develop land to its best use needs to 
understand the market in which it's 
working, or as Belzer puts it, its context. 
Since Houston has no master plan, as 
well as no zoning laws for creating use 
policy, the Houston Downtown Manage­
ment District (HDMD), a private organi­
zation, has served as de facto planning 
department for the city’s downtown rede­
velopment. Working in conjunction with 
elected officials, representatives of both 
the Metropolitan Transit Authority and 
the city’s Public Works and Engineering 
Department, and various professional 
and civic groups such as the American 
Institute of Architects, the Cultural Arts 
Council of I louston, and the Downtown 
Historic District, HDMD has developed 
a vision plan for downtown. Currently, 
that vision plan designates nine districts.

1 hree of these — the Theater District, the

URBAN GLUE Continued on page 26
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A Walk Through Downtown
What a difference a few years makes. In early 1995, Cite presented a 

survey of downtown projects either underway or on the drawing board, 

and while the list was impressive, it lacked many of what have come to 

be seen as signature examples of Houston’s inner-city revival. As 

recently as three years ago, the Rice Hotel was still a question mark, 
the Ballpark at Union Station had yet to be proposed (though Bud 

Adams and his then Houston Oilers were pushing for a downtown foot­

ball arena), the Sam Houston Coliseum was being touted as a possible 

casino site (as was the western half of the Albert Thomas Convention 

Center), and Cotswold still referred only to a region of England. If any­
thing, the rapid changes between 1995 and today make it clear how 

even the best laid plans can often turn in unexpected directions — 

something that should be remembered by those promoting the new 

downtown as a pedestrian’s paradise just waiting to be born. Still, even 

the most skeptical observers have to admit that there seems to be a 

new spirit animating the central city, and crucial to that spirit have 

been the projects detailed on these two pages.

01
99

8 
H

e*

Q Bayou Place

Like many other downtown projects. 
Bayou Place was late in being completed. 
It was four years late, in fact. But in this 
case the delay proved propitious. On the 
recommendation of the Houston architec­
tural firm Gensler, an inward-looking 
mall was changed into an outward-look­
ing retail complex that has already given 
a boost to the street life in the Theater 
District. As downtown revitalization’s 
most visible success to date. Bayou Place 
has raised hopes for, and enthusiasm in, 
other downtown ventures. But what 
remains to be seen is what will be done 
with the still empty sections of the old 
Albert Thomas Convention Center. 
That second phase of Bayou Place 
remains on hold.

O Hobby Center for the Performing Arts

What was planned a few years back as a $25 million renovation of the 
Music Hall by Theatre Under the Stars has become, instead, a $75 million 
performing arts center designed by New York architect Robert A.M. Stern 
and Morris Architects in Houston. The new facility, to be located on the 
old Music Hall and Sam Houston Coliseum site, will contain two perfor­
mance halls, one that will seat 2,650 and another that will seat 500, as 
well as rehearsal studios, the offices of Theatre Under the Stars, and the 
Humphreys School of Musical Theatre. Demolition of the old Music Hall 
and the Coliseum began in June, following the May closing of Victor, 
Victoria, the final show to play the hail. The site is slated to be cleared by 
October, when work will start on the Hobby Center, which is scheduled 
to open in 2001.

walker
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O Sesquicentennial Park

With the dedication this May of phase 
two of Sesquicentennial Park, the ten-acre 
project is finally finished. Begun more 
than a decade ago, rhe park is designed to 
be a place where the green way of Buffalo 
Bayou meets downtown's urban edge, 
offering gardens, a promenade, and a 
commons area for outdoor concerts.
There is now some discussion of tying the 
park to rhe next element east along the 
bayou, Allen's Landing, and the I lerirage 
Trail east of that.

n»Uol
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O Chy Hall

The mayor may be hack in the old City 
I lall building at 901 Bagby, hut City 1 fall 
isn’t completely back in action. Though the 
mayor’s offices are basically completed, 
much of the public space is still under 
construction. The project began in 1994 
when City Council approved $13 million to 
renovate the 1939 building in order to 
address safety issues. At the time, work was 
scheduled to be finished in two years; it's 
now four years and counting. In June, the 
Brown administration began a probe of 
rhe delays in response to allegations of 
spending irregularities. And at rhe moment, 
rhe project has no firm completion date.
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Q Cotswold Project

Two years ago, the Cotswold Project was touted as an urban miracle that would, through a series of 
fountains, ponds, and a pedestrian mall along Congress Avenue, tie Market Square to the new Ballpark 
ar Union Station. Now it’s struggling to keep its head above the very water with which it was identified. 
Part of the problem was that Cotswold was a private plan that wanted to use public space, and the city 
couldn't see its way to turning control of the area over to the foundation that would run Cotswold, 
loo, the talk by Cotswold boosters of closing Congress conflicted with Metro’s downtown transit 
plans. Recently, Mayor Lee Brown has pushed the idea of the city taking over rhe project, which has 
been scaled back to focus on narrowed rather than closed streets, broader sidewalks, diagonal parking, 
and tree-lined blocks, along with a reduced number of fountains. The cost is estimated at $40 million, 
which Cotswold supporters say could be financed by increased income from area parking.

Q Metro Downtown ond Midtown Streets Transit Project

After close to two years of delays resulting from a federal court ban against the Metro­
politan Transit Authority’s affirmative action program, Metro this June finally began a 
five-year, $215 million project to rebuild some TOO blocks of downtown and Midtown. 
Plans are lor the streets to he repaved in concrete and given designated bus lanes, brick 
sidewalks, improved bus stops, informational kiosks, and new landscaping. The first 
stage is the reworking of seven blocks of San Jacinto from Walker to I.eeland, a $5.5 
million contract handled by MEH E ngineers Inc, and according to Metro, by December 
the work should extend to 12 more street segments. Fifty percent of the project’s 
funding is being covered by Metro, while the Federal Transit Authority is picking up 
32 percent, the city 16 percent, and the 1 louston Downtown District 2 percent.

Q The Rice Hotel

Much of the hopes for downtown 
revitalization have been vested in this 
$32 million project, which is scheduled to 
open officially this fall. Already, though, 
more than 80 residents have settled into 
the historic structure, and rhe ground 
floor ballroom has hosted some public 
events. When finished, the Rice will have 
312 rental units and 25,000 square feet 
of retail space.

O' The Ballpark at Union Station

I his year’s drought may have been a 
bane to farmers, but it was a boon to the 
builders of the Houston Astros’ new 
home. The dry weather meant that 
construction was able to keep well on 
schedule. As of early September rhe 
facility was almost 25 percent complete, 
putting the $249.5 million stadium on 
track to open at the start of the 2000 
baseball season. Fans have been able 
to follow work on the ballpark 
on-line courtesy of I louston Sidewalk 
(houston.sidewalk.com/ballpark), which 
has set up a camera to record the stadi­
um’s move toward rhe millennium. A 
$201 million bond issue has been issued 
to cover the bulk of rhe construction 
costs. But some questions remain, among 
them, where will all the cars park?

http://houston.sidewalk.com/ballpark
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Twenty lour-liour life for downtown: Residence (the Rice Hotel, rear) and reitauranti (Cobo, Irani).

URBAN GLUE Continued from page 23

Main Street Corridor around Foley's 
Department Store, and the Historic Dis­
trict, which includes Market Square and 
Sesquicentennial Park — have been target­
ed to receive priority treatment. Lighting, 
banners, and special decorative street fur­
niture arc being used to give the various 
downtown districts discrete identities.

I ID,MD's vision plan views the street 
as the framework and backbone of 
Houston's redevelopment effort. With 
that in mind, planning for downtown con­
siders pedestrians to be as important as 
drivers. Metro's Downtown and Midtown 
Streets Transit Project, coupled with pri 
vate funds from HDMD, seeks to knit 
together the central city's various districts 
through both a vehicular and a pedestrian 
network, with distinctive paving and 
landscaping being used to designate which 
zones belong to vehicles, and which 
to walkers.

The pedestrian network is being 
created in part by widening sidewalks to 
encourage street interaction and retail 
activity. When building a walking commu­
nity, creating a lively street environment 
is as key as giving people a place to go. 
In essence, the trip needs to be made as 
intriguing as the arrival. People need 
places to sit and work, play Hearts on 
a laptop computer, enjoy a beverage, 
and otherwise feel a connection with 
their surroundings.

Various downtown developments have 
attempted to create a sensitive interaction

with the street. One contributing factor to 
this has been HDMD’s grant program, 
which has been in effect since 1992 and 
has distributed more than a half-million 
dollars to 39 projects.4 The program 
began with small grants for cleanup and 
refurbishment with the intent ofchanging 
public perception of the downtown target 
districts. But it has also given larger 
grants to such ventures as the Hogg 
Palace at 401 Louisiana, one of down 
town’s first and most interesting success 
stories. A conversion of an historic office 
building to loft housing and retail, the 
I logg Palace received a grant of $15,000, 
which allowed developer Randall Davis to 
turn what might have been ground floor 
parking into the Palace Cafe and, more 
recently, the Hogg (Till.4

Many current downtown ventures 
are following this model of using the 
street as an anchor for building a sense 
of place. Two of the city’s most ambitious 
projects to date, the metamorphosing 
of the Albert Thomas Convention 
Center into Bayou Place and rhe renova­
tion of the Rice Hotel, focus a great deal 
of their attention on their connection with 
the street.

It might not have been that way, par­
ticularly with Bayou Place. Located in rhe 
heart of the Theater District and devel­
oped by the Cordish Company of Balti­
more, Bayou Place as an idea goes back to 
1987. At first, the plan was to make the 
project into a downtown mall, with all 
the retail outlets facing onto a central 
court and presenting their hacks to the

street. But money problems stalled the 
venture. According to Michael Stevens, 
then head of the Houston Housing 
I mance Authority and the city's financial 
overseer on the Bayou Place project. 
Houston was offering rhe wrong kinds 
of incentives. The city, he says, had writ­
ten a contract guaranteeing Cordish pay­
ments of $1 million per year for 50 years. 
Though that’s a lot of money to guaran­
tee, it didn’t do the developer any good in 
getting the financing needed to undertake 
the improvements required to get Bayou 
Place occupied, Stevens says. Ar the 
same time, the city had no say in what 
type of tenants went into the project. 
“It could have been one giant shoeshine 
stand," says Stevens, “and that would 
have met the terms of the deal the city 
was offering."

The financing problems stalled work 
on Bayou Place. So Stevens restructured 
the deal by focusing on what the develop­
er needed to make the improvements that 
would attract high-quality tenants. The 
answer was $13 million in up-front 
financing at a favorable interest rate. 
Stevens says he arranged the loan from a 
Houston bank, to be paid by Cordish but 
guaranteed with parking revenues from 
adjacent city garages, which would bene­
fit from Bayou Place. At the same time, 
the deal was rewritten to decrease the 
payments to Cordish to $900,000 per 
year, and the payment stream was limited 
to 13 years. This change, says Stevens, 
saved rhe city more than $25 million. In 
addition, the city gained the right to over­

see what types of tenants went into 
Bayou Place.

But the most important result of the 
financial problems was that Bayou Place 
was basically turned inside out, with the 
businesses facing the street and separate 
entrances for most of the tenant spaces. 
In May, David Cordish told a develop 
ment conference that the decision to do 
this was dictated by cost-consciousness, as 
it wasn’t possible to attract the tenants he 
wanted and still charge them the high 
shared-space-maintenance fees that typical 
mall development required. But much of 
the credit should also go to the architects 
from Gensleg Bayou Place’s designers, 
who helped encourage their client to 
think outside the conventional I louston 
big box mentality.

Bayou Place is strictly a retail venture. 
Its tenants include the Angelika Film Cen­
ter, a multi-screen movie theate; a pool 
hall; several restaurants; and the Aerial 
Theater, which features live music. It has 
been a great success, and phase two is cur­
rently in the planning stage. Some have 
argued that part of the reason for Bayou 
Place’s success is that it seems to sit on a 
pedestal, a "retail Parthenon" resting on a 
plinth of concrete, and is thus an easily 
visible destination. And indeed, it's hard to 
argue with the crowds that descend on the 
location. Still, if the project has a single 
shortcoming it is that it fails to link direct­
ly with the street. The underground park­
ing and phalanx of valet parking drops 
make it car friendly, but not necessarily as 
pedestrian friendly as one would like/

http://vvli.it
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In contrast to the purely business 
focus of Bayou Place, the Rice Hotel 
project combines both housing and retail 
components. The landmark building’s 
rooms have been reconfigured into lofts, 
while rhe remainder of rhe space will 
include support amenities such as a 
grocery store, a newsstand, restaurants, 
and clubs. With its ground floor shops 
spilling out onto Texas Avenue, the Rice 
Hotel will tic directly to the street. Its 
residents will be able to enjoy both the 
grand lobby of old and updated retail 
amenities. The building, which is listed 
on the National Historic Registry, has 
recently been under scrutiny for going 
too far with its alterations. The bad 
news is that the same renovations that 
have helped make the project more 
attractive to prospective tenants may 
end up causing rhe loss of key tax breaks 
that assisted in the Rice Hotel’s original 
financial viability.

The success of Bayou Place and the 
potential success of the Rice Hotel sug­
gest that, despite the lack of an official 
master plan. I louston’s downtown revi 
talization is nonetheless taking place 
within a context understood by both the 
city and its developers. So to a degree, at 
least, it succeeds in meeting Belzer’s first 
criterion. As for her second criterion — 
not risking beyond what the private sec­
tor will support — IIDMD and others 
appear to have been effective in their 
efforts to match levels of investment with 
levels of risk. Whether rhe economy can 
sustain rhe ever increasing pace of con-

struction remains to be seen. In recent 
years the Houston economy has been so 
strong that it seemed almost impossible to 
overbuild. But as rhe past has shown, that 
can change quickly. Urban revitalization 
is, if anything, a slow process and one in 
which momentum is built gradually over 
years by changing attitudes and by creat­
ing psychological and economic consen­
sus for the transformation. If all the 
townhomes being thrown up in Milltown 
and Montrose suddenly had trouble find­
ing buyers, or if the new' lofts across from 
the Ballpark at Union Station remained 
empty, then the momentum carefully 
developed since the early nineties could 
wither, and with it wither some of the 
grand hopes of downtown.

But for now, revitalization appears to 
Ise operating at a manageable scale. As 
for diversity of development, Belzer’s

Making a good place is so hard 
to begin with, let’s not throw away 

anything that’s already okay.

third criterion, that has also been a com­
ponent of both the public and the 
private redevelopment push. As connec­
tions between the large scale projects 
that act as anchors for the nine down­
town districts identified by I IDMD are 
established, a variety of smaller projects, 
from stores and restaurants to offices 
and housing, is expected to spring up. 
Again, it is the street that is the armature 
for investment. Without proper planning 
of pedestrian and vehicular linkages 
between downtown’s various parts, no 
project, large or small, has a chance 
of succeeding.

As for image, Belzer's final criterion, 
that may be more properly defined as a 
firm connection between a place and the 
people who live in it. If a project is to fit 
the vision of a neighborhood, then it has 
to be part of that neighborhood; resi­
dents' images of who they are and where 
they are need to be congruent. As simple 
as it sounds, people need to be able to 
identify with their surroundings. They 
need to feel a sense of community. With 
all the hype of our digital age, human 
beings remain social animals. We all need

interaction and a sense of connectivity 
with others. Thus, open space or common 
ground, as some planning professionals 
call it, remains a key element in the rede­
velopment puzzle. Places that allow for 
serendipitous interaction become vital.

Open space anil greenbelts are listed 
in HDMD’s literature as a vital compo­
nent for the revitalization of downtown 
and the adjoining areas of Midtown, 
Washington Avenue, Second Ward, and 
Chinatown. Buffalo Bayou, within 
which downtown nestles, is targeted for a 
major transformation so that Houston 
can reconnect with its waterfront. The 
Rails to Trails project, which is partially 
funded by the federal government, creates 
hike and bike paths that will link several 
miles of green space along Buffalo Bayou 
and Braes Bayou and connect neighbor­
hoods along the way. Setting aside land

for pocket parks within rhe densely 
developed area of downtown is important 
as well.

In her speech in San Francisco, Belzer 
also touched on one other crucial notion 
that downtown's developers need to 
remember. “Making a good place is so 
hard to begin with," she noted, “let's 
not throw away anything that's already 
okay." The point, of course, is that rede­
velopment shouldn't always mean tearing 
down and starting over. Many of the ele­
ments already in place in I louston are 
valuable, and to avoid leveling the good 
along with the bad, it’s necessary to care­
fully survey and assess the quality of 
existing buildings and open spaces.

The adaptive reuse of many down­
town buildings as loft resiliences and 
restaurants has been a positive sign that 
the good from the past has not been over­
looked. Still, Houston has a sad history 
of not always cherishing the buildings it 
should. One example of this was the raz­
ing this spring of rhe banking hall of the 
First City National Bank, an international 
style building designed by the legendary 
Gordon Bunshaft of Skidmore, Owings &

Merrill in 1961. Located at 1001 Main, 
the bank was linked to its companion high 
rise office tower by a glass walkway; it 
was demolished in order to make way for 
a new parking garage. Such a story is 
symptomatic of what can happen when 
redevelopment becomes a slash and burn 
process. One can only hope that the 
owner has plans to provide space for 
retail businesses at the garage’s ground 
level. This would take advantage of the 
high foot traffic along Main Street, and 
assist in pedestrian flow down this key 
downtown artery.

In the final analysis, one has to ask 
what, exactly, Houston’s downtown wants 
to be. Buffalo Bayou will never become a 
San Antonio River Walk or rival Balti­
more's Inner Harbor. Main Street will like 
ly never match Chicago's Miracle Mile. 
Still, through downtown can he seen the 
bones of a great urban place, one that can 
attain its own image over time. Some have 
already taken to calling the area hounded 
by the Theater District and Buffalo Bayou 
NoDo, for north downtown. They’re fol­
lowing the lead set by such well known 
urban areas as New York’s Sol Io (for 
south of I louston Street). Names and 
labels are important. They give people a 
sense of ownership in the places they live.

Louis Kahn once said that “spaces 
evoke their use.” Even though a project 
may be designed for a certain use, once it’s 
built people almost always find a use for it 
beyond what was first imagined, hi terms 
of urban planning, it is the creation of a 
good “space” that may best define the 
essential clement needed for Houston’s 
downtown to thrive. Granted, the majori­
ty of the population may always prefer a 
suburban plot of land. Traditional urban 
life is certainly not for everyone. However, 
a growing number of young professionals, 
empty nesters, and even families are seek­
ing an environment like that promised by 
the promoters of downtown. They are 
seeking a walking environment, one in 
which home, work, entertainment, neigh­
bors, and the corner grocery store arc all 
closely entwined, are all elements of a 
round-the-clock community. Perhaps this 
is the grandest and most ambitious pro­
motional scheme in I louston’s history: the 
birth of an urban core in which the jour­
ney is as interesting as the destination. ■

I. Dena Belzer, "Creating Place to ('rente Value," 
the Mayors Institute nn ( in Design: West, November 
14-17.19%, Berkeley, California.

2. Ibid.
3. Downtown Houston Management District, 

Development Concepts, Fall 1997.
4. Ibid,
5. Additional research information on Bayou 

Place provided by Joel Warren Barria.
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H
ouston is commonly noted for its 
kick of planning. But in fact, lots 
of planning goes on in the city 
every day. In a healthy community, after 

all, what is needed gets done. When peo­
ple perceive they need something, they 
may first look to their elected officials, 
but if those officials fail to respond, they 
then take other steps to meet their need. 
One term for those steps is shadow plan­
ning, which is defined as planning done 
by entities other than a community acting 
through its government.

Shadow planning happens when a 
group or individuals come to perceive the 
need for planning so strongly that they 
push past rhe inaction or ineffectiveness 
of the political structure. Shadow plan­
ning is what Thomas H. Ball, Kenneth 
Womack, and William Stamps Parish did 
when they created River Oaks. It's what 
Frank Sharp did when he laid the founda­
tions of Sharpstown, and what Gerald 
I lines pursued when he became the impe­
tus for transforming a two-lane road 
called Post Oak into the Galleria. These 
were private acts of commission with 
large public consequences. And today, 
shadow planning remains part of the way 
Houston works. Like our own shadows, it 
is always with us. Like a shadow, it is not 
quite the real thing. And to put another 
twist to it, much of Houston's planning 
takes place in the shadows.

Of course, some of this is common in

other big American cities. That the pri­
vate sector plans and executes and has 
major impact in large communities is 
hardly news. The difference is one of 
degree. When it comes to planning in 
Houston, the voice of the community act­
ing through its government is far weaker 
than elsewhere, liven in a perfect world 
shadow planning would fill the interstices 
left untouched by the community as it 
plans. What makes Houston stand out 
is the belief of many in power that 
government cannot and should not be 
engaged in the process of responding to 
the market.

But if rhe elected officials hesitate, the 
private sector does not. It is constantly 
planning. Io implement what they want, 
developers seek government action. That, 
in turn, has larger implications for the 
community , f or example, closing Amherst 
between Morningside and Kelvin may 
have helped move the second phase of the 
Village Arcade forward. But the private 
decision also affected public traffic pat­
terns, going against the city’s longstand­
ing reluctance to close streets. A private 
plan, abetted by government concurrence, 
carried short- and long-term conse­
quences for the community at large.

Management districts arc further 
examples of shadow planning. In the cen­
tral business district and the Galleria, 
property owners and developers saw 
unmet needs. They became convinced rhe

city would not take the steps required to 
meet those needs. Their solution? Create 
entities to do the things the city would 
not. Likewise, the decision to seek rax 
abatement financing, whether on an indi­
vidual project or an entire area, is shad­
ow planning. Abating taxes on a case by 
case basis affects the availability and allo­
cation of the city’s financial resources, 
favors one project or area over another, 
anil creates entities with the ability to 
engage in planning on an ongoing basis. 
Such shadow planning has two critical 
implications for Houston. One is imme­
diate, the other longer term. But both 
will affect the city's future.

The first implication grows from the 
fact that shadow planning usually reflects 
narrow perspectives. The results may not 
be best for the community as a whole. 
The single best example of this is public 
transportation. Twenty y ears ago, the 
people of Houston made a far-sighted 
decision: they committed themselves to 
the goal of creating an efficient and effec­
tive region-wide public transportation 
sy stem. To sustain that effort, they agreed 
to tax themselves an extra penny on 
many of their purchases. The consequent 
revenue stream was substantial, but well 
justified given the enormous amount of 
work to be done. What followed is well 
known. An organized and persistent 
opposition defeated one referendum. 
Political missteps by those charged with

carrying out the mandate of a second, 
successful referendum allowed those 
same opposition opponents to undermine 
and stop that effort as well. In the end, 
public transportation in Houston was 
reduced to a bus system and a cottage 
industry of creativity in defining what 
constitutes an expense on behalf of 
“public teansportation.”

This is where shadow planning took 
over. Those who opposed the Metropoli­
tan Transit Authority may have done 
away with the agency’s ability to create 
and execute a comprehensive public 
transportation plan, but they did not 
manage to do away with the need for 
greater mobility in an increasingly dense 
urban community. The consequence? 
Efforts to improve mobility without a 
long-term mobility plan. Reliance on 
street widening, reconstruction, and 
resurfacing. More lanes of freeway to 
address needs already surpassed before 
the construction was finished. And in 
some instances, such as rhe debate on 
what to do with the West Loop or the 
Katy Freeway, impasse and inaction.

The second implication of shadow 
planning arises from the fact that, ulti­
mately. it seeks to make use of tools for­
merly thought reserved to government. 
Those who reject community planning as 
a wrongful intrusion by government into 
the private sector now seek to exercise 
the very powers they would deny the
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community at large. Up until recently, 
those opposed to community planning 
through government have tended to limit 
themselves to keeping the community a 
largely ineffectual player. In this process, 
the private sector has developed increas­
ingly sophisticated techniques for main­
taining the status quo.

For instance, Neighborhoods to 
Standard, Parks to Standard, and now 
l ibraries to Standard are all good pro­
grams. They repair streets and add side­
walks, put in street lamps, and fix up 
neighborhood parks. To the extent that 
these programs make the infrastructure 
more useful and more attractive, or to 
the extent that they put in infrastructure 
that was not there before, they are 
good. When coupled with the occasional 
initiative by city government ro fix a 
particular problem causing irritation to 
neighborhoods — the presence of sexually 
oriented businesses, the siting of cellular 
towers — the package is one that satisfies 
many neighborhoods' immediate needs. 
But they are programs for maintenance, 
not planning.

At the same time, these programs have 
focused each neighborhood on itself. They 
have removed much of the incentive to 
look beyond a neighborhood’s borders 
and consider larger issues. Neighborhoods 
that are happy about their own situation 
worry less about an overall plan for 
streets and roads, the lack of good and

extensive public transportation, or the 
ability of private developers to affect 
the nature of a neighborhood without 
significant involvement in that decision by 
that neighborhood.

Those who have long held the reins 
of planning in Houston have learned to 
disarm their opposition by meeting their 
most immediate concerns. True, when 
mandated by law — often because of 
the financing issues — they have gone to 
the community to seek authorization 
for a particular project. But once that 
authorization has been secured, commu­
nity participation usually comes to an 
end. Again, the private sector asserts 
its dominance.

For the private sector to engage in 
shadow planning as rhe natural conse­
quence of those acts within the range of 
appropriate private activity is one thing. 
For the same private sector to transform 
shadow planning into the equivalent 
of community planning and to arrogate 
to itself the powers of government is 
quite another.

The clearest examples of this phenom­
enon are rhe management districts, tax 
increment financing districts, and redevel­
opment corporations that have increasing­
ly been approved by the city, often at rhe 
behest of private development interests.

Today rhe management districts are 
actively planning their futures; they levy 
additional taxes to implement those plans.

Redevelopment corporations increasingly 
ask for authority thar rhe private sector 
has opposed giving to the public sector: 
the power to zone and the power to con­
demn through eminent domain.

The very people who defeated zoning 
<>n the argument that the market regu­
lates land use better than rhe government 
docs now seek the powers of government 
to zone. The same people who oppose 
government using the power to condemn 
for redevelopment seek thar power for 
themselves. Why? Because the market 
demands it. Banks will not lend without 
the assurance of stability they believe 
zoning provides. Redevelopment areas 
will not be attractive to potential 
investors without the promise eminent 
domain offers that conflicting land uses 
will be eliminated. Such public power 
privately exercised makes shadow plan­
ning something very close to rhe real 
thing, bur without one crucial element: 
direct accountability ro the citizens of 
the community.

This brings us to rhe challenge shad­
ow planning presents Houston. In a bal­
anced planning environment rhe public 
and private sectors are equally vigorous 
in exercising their planning roles. Shadow 
planning is a necessary, natural, and 
appropriate counterpoint ro the commu­
nity’s planning decisions as expressed 
through government. Community plan­
ning as expressed through its government

acts as the counterweight ro shadow 
planning's shorter-term focus on individ­
ual needs rather than a longer-term view 
of the community’s best interests.

Bur in Houston, where the communi­
ty’s voice in planning is weak, there is no 
such counterweight ro rhe shortcomings 
of shadow planning. Just as important, 
shadow planning in Houston increasingly 
seeks to play its own role as well as that 
of the government. Those engaged in 
shadow planning more and more seek to 
exercise the powers of government, with 
one critical distinction: the lack of public 
involvement. Shadow planning in Hous­
ton is becoming a question not just of 
who plans, but who governs.

Houston's current revitalization 
efforts will slowly but surely put this 
question before us. Our current growth 
forces those who have opposed a broader 
role for the community acting through its 
government to face a serious contradic­
tion: they want for themselves powers 
they do not want for government. More 
precisely, they want for themselves those 
powers they are not willing to give the 
community. Arguing that those elected by 
the community are not wise enough to 
exercise those powers prudently, they 
seek to give those powers to the unelect­
ed and the unaccountable. They seek to 
make shadow planning shadow govern­
ment. If they succeed, the implications 
will be profound. ■
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Casement window framed by limbering al 1419 Kirby, built by Katharine Moll in 1930.

The Houses of Katharine B. and Harry L. Mott

By Stephen Fox
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J—I contradictor y c o wi b i n a t i o v 

of new a n d a n t i - n ew

A
s a woman operating in what was 
generally considered a man's 
world, Katharine B. Mott repre­
sents an anomaly in the history of Hous­

ton real estate and architecture. A specu­
lative builder active in the city between 
the end of 1927 and the end of 1930, she 
was responsible for only a handful of 
houses. Yet these houses were so distinc­
tive that 70 years ago they made her repu­
tation. Today, they perpetuate her name.

In an advertisement from a sales 
album published by the River Oaks (Cor­
poration in 1929, Mott chose to represent 
herself as providing “modern homecraft." 
The rhetorical formulation is intriguing. 
It combines the prestige of the new (the 
“modern") and anti-modern nostalgia 
(the Arts and Crafts-inspired term “home­
craft”). This contradictory combination 
of new and anti-new animates the houses 
that Katharine Mott built. In the River 
Oaks (Corporation ad, dreamy soft-focus 
photography complements the picturesque 
manorial style of a Mott-built house on 
North MacGregor Way. Below this, Art 
Deco graphics imply that there is no con­
tradiction between being modern and 
being anti-modern.

This play with contradiction can 
lie seen in the way Katharine Mott pre­
sented herself professionally when she 
came to I louston, as a lady of leisure who 
took up house-building as an amusing 
avocation. Born in Battle Creek, Michi­
gan, in 1890, the then Katharine Bok 
studied music at St. Mary’s College in 
South Bend. Indiana, before her marriage 
to Harry I . Mott. The Motts settled in 
Indianapolis, where Harry worked for the 
Indianapolis Title (Company. A profile 
published in the Houston Post-Dispatch 
after the couple moved to I louston 
detailed the circumstances that brought 
Katharine Mott into the world of specula­
tive building in Indianapolis in the early 
1920s. Written in a breezy style, the 
account is illuminating because it demon­
strates how Mott constructed a profes­
sional identity that enabled her to bridge 
the contradictions between being a lady of 
leisure and an entrepreneur:

a n i m a t e s the houses t h a t

K a t h a r i n e Wl o t t built.

Mrs. Mott drifted into her profes­
sion simply. When her baby girls 
were six, eight, and ten and away at 
school all day, she began to be bored 
noth a life that was nothing but 
morning golf, noontime luncheons, 
afternoons of bridge, and dinner 
dances. The urge to "do something" 
began to make itself felt. Like most 
women who loved their homes, Mrs. 
Mott had often daydreamed of ideal 
houses. Hut it wasn't until her hus­
band showed her a block long street 
be had to develop, a street that some­
how appealed to her imagination, 
that she thought of putting her 
dreams into action.

“I’d love to build some little 
houses right there, " she said — and 
she is the charming sort of person 
who is rarely refused anything. 
So Mr. Mott gave her the grass- 
grown little Indianapolis block to 
play with.

Starting with three small cottages 
there, Mrs. Mott built 12 bouses in 
the following 12 months. Since then 
she has completed IS more, most of 
them now being owned by young 
homemakers from the circle of her 
friends in the Junior League of Indi­
anapolis, who knew her taste and 
bad faith in the value of houses she 
erected.... Hy the end of the first 
year, Mrs. Mott had added success 
as a builder to her success as a wife 
and mother.1

This account of Katharine Mott's 
transition from homemaker to home 
builder implies that she was motivated by 
a mixture of enthusiasm and adventure, 
not by the pursuit of profit. The identity 
being constructed sought to balance the 
obvious contradiction between Katharine 
Mott the charming wife, mother, and 
slightly bored club woman, and Katharine 
Mott the innovative, empathetic, and reli­
able home builder. It is interesting to 
observe how undefined Harry Mott’s role 
was in this transition. He is portrayed as 
the indulgent husband, humoring the 
whim of his vivacious wife. Throughout 
the Morts’ brief Houston career, Harry 
Mott remained in the background, even 
though he, too, was a house builder. The

houses that I larry Mott built are indistin­
guishable from those that Katharine Mott 
built. Yet Harry was never portrayed as 
her partner or associate. She was present­
ed instead as an independent, if acciden­
tal, businesswoman.

One of the Motts' daughters, Ellen 
Mott Howell, recalls that what brought 
her parents south was the chronic colds 
her sisters suffered. They wanted to get 
their children away from the severe Mid­
western winters, and so in 1924 the Motts 
moved to Miami Beach. Howell remem­
bers that her mother built several houses 
and at least one picturesque manorial 
style commercial building in south Flori­
da before the hurricane of 1926 led to the 
collapse of the region’s real estate market. 
Howell recalls that her parents then visit­
ed southern California before coming to 
I louston. where they were impressed by 
the robust vitality of the real estate mar­
ket and, says Howell, the friendliness 
with which they were received. In 1927, 
Katharine and Harry Mott and their three 
daughters moved to Houston, into an 
apartment at the Warwick.

During the second half of the 1920s 
I louston was booming. By 1930, it had 
surpassed Dallas and San Antonio to 
become the largest city in Texas. Its 
expanding economy was mirrored in the 
city’s extension across the flat coastal 
plain. The suburban neighborhoods 
where Katharine and I larry Mott would 
build lay, for the most part, on the edge. 
Riverside Terrace, on the southern margin 
of the city along Brays Bayou and the 
MacGregor parkway, had opened in 
1924. Its development was financed by 
the Guardian Trust Company, which 
backed some of Houston's most ambi­
tious suburban development in the 1920s. 
Farther upstream lay Devonshire Place,

developed by Mayor Oscar Holcombe. 
The Guardian Trust Company also 
financed the small Edgemont subdivision 
in the 1600 blocks of North and South 
boulevards. At the far west edge of 
the city was Houston’s most ambitious 
suburban development of the decade, 
the planned garden community of 
River Oaks.

As small-scale entrepreneurs, 
Katharine and Harry Mott targeted these 
subdivisions for building speculative "lux­
ury" housing. Their earliest houses were 
priced in the $20,000 range, though the 
houses they built in 1930 sold for 
between $32,000 and $35,000, which 
placed them in the upper tier of new spec­
ulative housing in Houston. By way of 
comparison, the houses John F. Staub 
designed on North and South boulevards 
in the late 1920s cost between $40,000 
and $75,000. The large houses in Shady­
side, built in the first half of the 1920s, 
cost in excess of $100,000. Bayou Bend, 
of 1928, cost $218,000. The Motts' hous­
es, while expensive in comparison to the 
“average" middle-income Houston house 
of the later 1920s (which probably ran 
around $6,000), were less expensive than 
custom-designed houses. One of the 
reasons the Motts’ houses attracted the 
attention they did was because they 
accrued value in excess of their actual 
cost by virtue of their sophisticated 
architectural design and detailing.

While Katharine Mott was unusual as 
a female real estate entrepreneur in Hous­
ton in the 1920s, she wasn’t quite as sin­
gular as her carefully constructed profes­
sional persona suggested. Other women 
were building as well. What was for a 
time the tallest skyscraper in I louston, 
the Niels Esperson Building of 1926, was 
built by Melhe Keenan Esperson. Anil 
what had also been, for a time, the tallest 
building in Houston, the I I-story Scanlan 
Building of 1909, was constructed and 
owned by a female real estate investor 
and developer, Kate Scanlan. Scanlan's 
father and Esperson's first husband had 
been the catalysts, respectively, for their 
involvement with I louston real estate. 
This tradition goes back as far as 1837,
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)6S9 South Boulevard, one of ihe Molli' early Houlton hauler, rompleled in the fall of 1928.

2421 Brenlwood, built by Horry Moll In 1929.

3263 Dol Manio, built by Katharine Molt in 1930.

when Charlotte Baldwin Allen, the wife of 
A. C. Allen, one of the founders of I Ions 
ton. platted the Mrs. A. C. Allen Addition 
in what is today the Warehouse District.

Katharine Mott was also linked to her 
husband. But what sets her apart from 
Houston’s other female real estate entre­
preneurs is that 1 larry Mott remained 
inconspicuous in order that Katharine 
Mott might feature more prominently.

What enabled the Motts to establish 
themselves in Houston’s residential real 
estate market was not Katharine’s gender, 
but the architectural distinctiveness of the 
houses they built. American architecture 
of the 1920s is known for its stylistic 
eclecticism, an eclecticism especially 
apparent in the realm of domestic archi­
tecture. Within this realm, there were 
several dominant stylistic tendencies. One 
was the Georgian, based on historical 
models of 18th-century British and 
American provenance; this was identified 
as a formal style. Another, especially 
popular from 1924 until the early 1930s, 
was the Mediterranean, most often based 
on Spanish models but capable of incor­
porating Italian references as well. The 
Mediterranean could be formal — which 
usually implied a symmetrical front eleva­
tion — but more often it was valued for 
its picturesque potential. A third alterna­
tive was the picturesque manorial style. 
This was the genre in which all of the 
Motts’ 1 louston houses were designed. 
Based on medieval British and French 
models, the picturesque manorial style 
enjoyed a surge of popularity along with 
the Mediterranean style in the 1920s. 
Such architects as Harrie T. I mdeberg of 
New York and Mellor. Meigs & Howe of 
Philadelphia provided authoritative mod­
ern interpretations of this genre. Their 
echoes can be seen again and again in 
American garden suburbs of the 1920s.

One needs to look at the Morts' Imus­
es in the context of the picturesque mano­
rial style in Houston to understand why 
their houses exerted the impact they did. 
Birdsall P. Briscoe’s Neville House in 
Courtiandt Place represents what was for 
Houston a sophisticated rendition of the 
picturesque manorial genre when it was 
built in 1914. However, its frontality, 
symmetry, and lack of decorative subtlety 
would have appeared provincial in a 
broader context. This is precisely the 
realignment that occurred when, in 1917, 
Harrie T. Lindeberg was commissioned to 
design the Neuhaus House in Courtiandt 
Place. The Neuhaus House, which in 
1923 was constructed in Shadyside rather 
than on the lot for which it was originally
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designed, set a new standard for ambi­
tious domestic architecture in I louston.

I'he influence of the Neuhaus I louse 
was immediately apparent. Architect 
Maurice J. Sullivan was attuned to its 
lessons, as his own house, completed in 
1923 on Southmore Boulevard, attests. 
One can see Birdsall I’. Briscoe coming to 
terms with the implications of the Neu­
haus House by stages in the mid-1920s.

John E Staub, who was sent to Hous­
ton from 1 indebergs New York office to 
administer construction of the Neuhaus 
I louse and remained to begin his own 
practice, displayed his skill at handling 
the picturesque manorial style with the 
Chew House of 1926 on Inwood Drive 
in River Oaks.

The houses of Sullivan, Briscoe, and 
Staub were designed for the clients who 
occupied them. By the mid-1920s the pic­
turesque manorial genre began to appear 
in speculative houses marketed to an 
upper-middle income clientele in Houston. 
Those built in Edgemont in 1924 and 
1925 by the Russell Brown Company, one 
of the most prolific residential architect­
builders in Houston from the 1900s 
through the 1930s, exhibited a formulaic 
application of frontal gables and sloped 
roofs. The use of sash windows rather 
than casement windows, the restless com­
position of awkwardly related shapes, and 
the lack of integral decoration {such as 
brick bonding patterns) marked these as 
builders’ houses. Charles W. Oliver, staff 
architect for the River Oaks Corporation 
and a former designer for the Russell 
Brown Company, varied rhe formula in a 
house on Pelham Drive, incorporating a 
cylindrical stair tower with a one- and 
two-story organization, but economizing 
with sash windows. Carl A. Mulvey, staff 
architect for the Braeswood Corporation, 
had the budget to be able to design a 
reduced version of a John Staub—type 
picturesque manor for one of Braeswood's 
model houses on Bluebonnet Boulevard of 
1929. As competition increased during the 
1920s, the architectural skillfulness of 
speculatively built housing likewise 
increased. This was the architectural and 
economic setting of I louston residential 
real estate development when Katharine 
and Harry Mort arrived.

The Houston Post-Dts/bitch story that 
welcomed Katharine Mott to town noted 
that "Mrs. Mott boast no highly special­
ized training for her work. She is not an 
architect or interior decorator.”’ All but 
one of Katharine and I larry Mott’s I lous- 
ton houses were designed by the Indi-

anapolis architects Lee Burns and Edward 
D. James. The title blocks on Burns and 
James's surviving architectural drawings 
for their Houston houses identify them as 
Mott i louse Numbers 14, 16, and 28. 
Based on rhe number of houses the Motts 
built in Houston, this sequence implies 
that Burns and James designed houses for 
the couple before they came to I louston. 
Photographs of some of Katharine Mott's 
houses in Indianapolis suggest that they 
were designed by Burns and James, since 
they possess the distinctive proportions, 
composition, and ornamentation of her 
I louston houses.

The house known as Mott Number 
14 was built on Brentwood Drive in 
1928-29. I’he Motts' first house in River 
Oaks, it displays the steeply pitched roofs, 
clipped eaves, and stepped massing that 
characterize her houses.

The floor plans of this house display 
the organization of internal space in one- 
room-deep configurations, with a loggia 
projecting off the end of the living room 
and the dining room and kitchen locked 
together with intervening pantry and 
breakfast rooms. Upstairs, bathrooms 
and closets separate the bedrooms. There 
was no back stair in the house, a charac­
teristic that showed up in all but one of 
the Motts' Houston houses. The lack of a 
stair represented one of the economies 
they observed in deciding what the mar 
ket could live without. The use of wood 
stud construction surfaced with brick 
veneer, a construction technique intro­
duced to Houston in the early 1900s that 
did not become commonplace until the 
1920s, represents another of the Motts’ 
economies. Expensive I louston houses of 
the 1920s were typically of hollow-tile­
block-bearing wall construction.

The shaping of second-story bedroom 
anil bathroom spaces was an important 
attribute of the Motts’ houses. By pulling 
the eaves lines down and inserting 
second-story rooms under the slope of 
the roof, Burns and James consistently 
created a spatial ambiance or coziness in 
bedrooms and bathrooms that comple­
mented the houses' picturesque manorial 
style. Ehis complementarity between exte­
rior image and interior spatial feel was a 
very important factor in giving the 
Motts a competitive advantage in the 
I louston market.

One of the earliest of the Motts’ 
I louston houses was the “Edgemont" at 
1635 South Boulevard in the Edgemont 
subdivision, completed in June 1928. Ir 
was followed by the "Inglenook" at 2620 
Riverside Drive in Riverside Terrace in the

fall of 1928. Also completed in the fall of 
1928 was the house at 16.59 South Boule­
vard. Not only in their external appear­
ance, but also in their spatial organiza­
tion, these three houses were variations 
on a single design, a trait of developer- 
built houses. The side elevation of the 
1659 South Boulevard house, where it 
tapers down to a loggia and a recess off 
the master bedroom above, reveals the 
single-room depth of the structure and 
the insertion of the second-floor rooms 
underneath the slope of the roof. The spa­
tial clarity with which these houses were 
shaped compensated for their repetition.

Harry Mott built 2627 Riverside 
Drive in 1929. It is a variation on the 
T plan of the previous three houses, 
although its dining room is to one side 
of the front door rather than in a rear 
appendage. Harry Mott also built the 
first of the Mott houses to incorporate a 
round tower — at 26 12 Riverside Drive 
— in early I 929. A checkerboard pattern 
of brick and stone insets was first used 
on this house.

I larry Mott built 2421 Brentwood, 
and Katharine Mott built 2413 Brent­
wood next door, in the first half of 1929. 
The house at 2421 Brentwood was also a 
T-plan house, with the dining room next 
to the front door. The roof was pulled 
so low over the entrance bay that the 
house appears to be only one story high. 
The house at 24 13 Brentwood, which 
was demolished in 1993, was intriguing 
because it had a floor plan unlike any 
of the other Mott houses. All of the 
major rooms were oriented to the south 
facing rear garden.

I larry Mort built the house at 1660 
South, completed in mid-1929. It is an 
I -plan house and incorporates the 
garage in the body of the house, a spatial 
progression registered in the west-side 
roof line.

Katharine Mott built a house for her 
family at 3325 Inwood Drive in River 
Oaks that was completed in the spring of 
1930. In terms of internal spatial organi­
zation, this was the model for most of her 
houses built in 1930, which were larger 
than her previous houses. She also built 
the house at 3263 Del Monte. Harry 
Mott built the house at 1920 Woodbury 
in Devonshire Place in 1930, and 
Katharine built rhe house at 3027 Inwood 
in River Oaks, which represents a varia­
tion of the Motts' own house. Katharine 
Mott completed one more house in rhe 
fall of 1930, the house at 1419 Kirby 
Drive. Harry Mott built his last two 
houses during that same time, at 3196

Casement windows, 3263 Del Monte.

Spiral staircase, 3263 Del Monte.
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Del Monte Drive and at 
2947 Inwood Drive. All 
were organized spatially like 
the Motts' own house. 
What this organization 
entailed was the incorpora­
tion of a double-car garage 
in the house, which expand­
ed the amount of floor

The plain for Mott Number 28 at 1419 Kirby,

space on the second floor.
Katharine Mort took advantage of this to 
add a spacious upstairs sitting room, a 
forerunner of the family room of the 
1950s. The house at 2947 Inwood is the 
only one in which this spatial organiza­
tion is completely intact. In place of the 
rear garage-apartment building.
Katharine Mott built small back yard 
cottages containing a servants’ apartment 
and an extra garage stall. (At her own 
house, this hack cottage was her studio. 
It no longer exists.)

As do their exteriors, the interiors of the 
Motts' houses exhibit a high degree of 
consistency. Entrances are detailed to con­
dense the architectural character of the 
house, as arc the unusual loggia at 2421 
Brentwood and the timbered door jamb 
at 2413 next door, which feature a bottle­
glass panel. (Howell recalls that this was 
a favorite detail of her father's.) The early 
houses had scissors stairs railed with 
wrought iron. Typically, the stair was 
against an outside wail so that the stair­
well was washed in natural light. The 
house at 2421 Brentwood introduced a 
spiral stair. At 3263 Del Monte, the spiral 
stair is in a tower, around which the 
entrance hall bends to take visitors from 
the front door to the living room. Vaulted 
ceiling bays spatially accentuate this long 
passage, in the Motts’ later houses spiral 
stairs were developed with considerable 
spatial drama.

Interior doors between major first- 
floor rooms were aligned to create spatial 
vistas and perceptually enlarge the house. 
The use of casement windows with floor­
level sills was especially effective in creat­
ing the illusion of spatial expansiveness. It 
was a trait that one sees often in the 
houses of John Staub and Birdsall 
Briscoe, and was one of the more sophis­
ticated techniques that builders of the 
period usually did not pick up on.

At the house ar 1419 Kirby, rhe sec­
ond story does not extend over the living 
room, so the ceiling rises up underneath a 
steeply pitched roof. Here, Burns and 
James spatially juxtaposed the floor 
length casements anil the low eaves line 
with a tall, mullioncd window inserted in

the gable end of the room. These give the 
living room a magical feeling. It looks like 
it ought to be gigantic, yet it feels spatial­
ly intimate. The step down from the 
entrance hail into the living room was a 
spatial shift repeated in every one of the 
Motts’ houses. Burns and James’s ability 
to manipulate scale, proportion, and per­
ception were skills that significantly 
added to the value of the Motts' houses.

Interestingly, only a few of the houses 
have libraries. Loggias or garden rooms 
provided the extra sitting room. One is 
tempted to deduce that the Motts found 
that libraries (which would require cus­
tom cabinet work for shelves) did not 
add significant value to their houses.

Upstairs, the Mott houses contained 
multiple bedrooms, insulated from each 
other by bathrooms and closets. The long 
central hall of rhe house at 1659 South 
Boulevard retains its built-in storage. 
Across the street at 1660 South, the typi­
cal configuration of a Mott bedroom 
under the eaves can be seen. The house 
at 1660 retains its original bathrooms. 
These interconnect with bedrooms, 
enabling one to move from bedroom to 
bedroom without walking through the 
hall. Such parallel lines of movement 
were also a feature of many of John 
Staub’s houses. It was an organization he 
explained in terms of security.

Decorative details gave substance to 
the design of the Motts' houses. This is 
especially true of the extraordinary brick­
work. Burns and James’s decorative brick­
work was both exuberant and subtle. The 
house at 1660 South Boulevard displays 
their hierarchical gradation of decoration. 
At mid-range it is the contrast of brick 
anil stone that is visible, at a scale that 
integrates the window opening into the 
composition. Random-pattern brickwork 
is reserved for expanses of wall that are 
not pierced with openings. The variations 
in color, pattern, and projection do not 
compete with the checkerboarding 
around the living room windows. At 
2947 Inwood Drive, the low-relief brick 
diapering is not immediately apparent. 
Sunlight falling obliquely on the north 
facing street elevation at certain tunes of
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1419 Kilby, built by Katharine Moll in 1430,

It’s All in the Family

F
or 75 years, the Fretz family has earned a reputation as 
accomplished builders — one successful project al a time. 
With specialties in religious, medical and research, educational 
and historic restoration construction, Fretz Construction Company 

defines its accomplishments with quality workmanship, strict 
attention to budgets and schedules, a host of satisfied clients and 
an emphasis on family.

Ilie Houston-based construction firm believes that ‘family” underlies 
its longevity and level of accomplishments. Not only has the 
firm prospered under the leadership of three generations of the 
Fretz family, but Fretz Construction is also proud of its employee 
family, many of whom arc second and third generation 
workers.

the year and day highlights the shitting 
depths of the wall surface, subtly aminat­
ing the front elevation.

At her own house, Katharine Mott 
was attentive to the texture of rhe panels 
of brick hogging and stucco framed 
between timbered bays. Ellen Mott I low­
ell recalls that her mother sought a weath­
ered look, and mixed buttermilk with 
paint to create colors and textures to 
achieve this.

Interior detail was restrained. Stained- 
glass panels were used to accent large 
expanses of glass. Wide plank floors, and 
ceiling timbers carved with low-relief dec­
orations, create a dark, reflective armature 
that modulates the planes of light-colored 
plaster walls and ceilings. Occasionally, 
carved door panels were installed, as at 
the house at 1419 Kirby Drive. Elie early 
houses contain simple plaster molding. 
Carved wooden mantles were elegantly 
inset at the larger houses, although the 
house ar 1920 Woodbury in Devonshire 
Place possesses a simply profiled stone 
mantelpiece. This house is the only one 
of the Motts' houses to retain what was 
probably a feature of many of the others: 
iron grilled gates between the entry hall 
and the living room.

The Great Depression destroyed rhe 
Motts’ house-building business. Within a 
year of moving into their house on 
Inwood, Katharine and I larry Mott had 
to sell it. According to Ellen Mott I lowell, 
her parents sacrificed the fruits of the suc­
cess they had achieved in Houston. Their 
daughters were taken out of Hockaday 
and Kinkaid and sent to public school; 
they had to give up their membership in 
the River Oaks Country Club. The family 
moved to apartments, first in Montrose, 
then in the South End. Personal misfor­
tune compounded Katharine Mott’s busi­
ness reverses. She was diagnosed with 
breast cancer and had to undergo sequen­
tial mastectomies. Harry Mott was able 
to secure a position with the River Oaks 
Corporation as a real estate salesman, and 
in 1936 the Motts moved out to 20 acres 
they acquired in what is now the Memori­
al village of Piney Point, just west of Rad- 
ney Road and the present Kinkaid cam­

pus. There, Katharine Mott built her last 
houses: humble, almost rustic houses on 
which she worked with a carpenter 
named Sauer who lived in Memorial. 
Although I louston’s residential real estate 
market rebounded sufficiently in late 
1935 for speculative builders to become 
active again, Katharine Mott never reen­
tered the business world. She lived ar 
Mottville — as the Mort family humor­
ously referred to their compound on Mott 
Lane — until her death in 1979.

Katharine Mott remains an enigmatic 
figure. More research is needed to illumi­
nate her personality and the role she and 
I larry Mott played in shaping their Hous­
ton houses. Katharine and Harry Mott’s 
houses, though few' in number, have stood 
the test of time. Intelligence, responsibili­
ty, grace, and beauty operate as they 
should: these attributes inspire us anil 
command our respect, admiration, and 
affection. These houses demonstrate that 
money-making speculative buildings, 
when thoughtfully and imaginatively 
designed, possess value that far outlives 
their initial profit performance. At a time 
when speculative building is transforming 
I louston with a vengeance, it is time that 
we paid careful attention to the lessons 
the Mott houses teach. ■

I. "Mrs. Katharine B Mint Extends Home 
building Operations Here.” Huustau Vosl-Vhsikilib, 
February 10, 1929.

2. Ibid.

For Fretz Construction Company, the true measure of success is 
al! in the family.

FRETZ CONSTRUCTION COMPANY
6301 long Drive • Ilouston,Texas 77087

713.641.6777
www.fretzconstniction.com

Hyde Park Main
Recent construction town home 
built in 1992. Three-story 2, 2 1/2. 
Corner unit with many upgrades 
$205,000

Afton Oaks
Beautiful U-shapes home built around 

the pool. Two bedrooms, three full 
baths. Fabulous master bedroom with 

a wood burning fireplace.
$384,900

Quakers Landing
This home boasts three bedrooms, two 
full baths and two half baths. Huge 
cook's kitchen. Two-story entry hall with 
gracious curved stairway. Game room or 
extra large study located upstairs, 
$289,000

SCOTT WENDLAND

RF/t4KK metro
3730 KIRBY DRIVE, SUITE 300 • HOUSTON. TEXAS 77098 

7 I 3-528-1 BOO • FAX 713-520-2200 • Watts 1-800-519-1800 

INTERNET • http://WWW.SCOTTWENOLAND.COM 
SAWENOLANO@EARTHLINK NET

http://www.fretzconstniction.com
http://WWW.SCOTTWENOLAND.COM
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Henry Dreyfuss, Industrial Designer: 
The Man in the Brown Suit by Russell 
Flincbunt. Rizzoli International Pnblica- 
Hons, 1447. 224 />/>., illus., $50.

Joseph Urban: Architecture, Theatre, 
Opera, Film by Randolph Carter and 
Robert Reed Cole. Abbeville Press, 1442. 
272 pp., illns., .$65.

Reviewed by Harry Moore

L
ast year, in conjunction with the 
Cooper I lewitt Museum’s exhibi­
tion Henry Dreyfuss Directing 
Design, Rizzoli international released 

what is, surprisingly, the first book to 
comprehensively document the life and 
work of this pioneer of industrial design, 
who died a quarter of a century ago. But 
then again, there's a precedent for being 
slow on the uptake when it conies to 
acknowledging in print the importance of 
innovative designers: In 1992, when Ran­
dolph Carter and Robert Reed Cole's 
Joseph Urban: Architecture, Theatre, 
Opera, Film was published, it was the 
first extensive survey of its subject, who 
had passed away in 1933.

These otherwise unrelated books are 
connected by more than being overdue 
studies of creative geniuses who, a genera­
tion apart, influenced many around them; 
they're also linked by the fact that, early 
on, each of the men pursued a successful 
stage design career. Both Henry Dreyfuss 
and Joseph Urban were formed by the 
theater. And both carried away to their 
greater triumphs a crucial lesson of scenic 
design: that the control of the entire 
design process results in the physical 
embodiment of an intellectual idea. But 
where Dreyfuss profited from the theater 
mainly by learning to work very thor­
oughly and very fast, Urban brought a 
deeper sense of architecture and light and 
color to the stage than it had ever seen 
before. And that work informed his archi­
tecture as well.

For Urban, work as a stage designer 
allowed him to accumulate the capital he 
required to establish an architectural 
office in New York and pursue his first 
love. For Dreyfuss, experience and con­
nections in the theater, along with a regu­
lar income, gave him what he needed to 
begin his industrial design career. Both 
men were superb in their theatrical 
endeavors and could have been known for 
that alone. Urban, however, went on to 
design some of America’s best examples 
of Art Deco buildings and interiors. And

d a Stage

I lenry Dreyfuss, of course, evolved into a 
giant in the industrial design field, creat­
ing everyday objects seen and used by 
millions of people the world over.

Joseph Urban's life combined great 
talent propelled by enormous energy, and 
it spanned two worlds. He was born in 
1872 in Vienna, where he also trained, 
and the first half of his career was steeped 
in rhe spirit of Ingendstd {as Art Nouveau 
was designated in Germany). In his home 
city he designed books, furniture, fabrics, 
buildings, interiors, costumes, sets for 
avant-garde operas, and, with the most 
astonishing results, pavilions for Emperor 
Franz Joseph's 50th anniversary in 1898 
and his 60th anniversary in 1908.

Although first and foremost an 
architect, Urban was a consummate man 
of the theater. Because of his ground­
breaking scenic design in Europe, espe­
cially tor visionary director Max Rein­
hardt, in 1912 he was hired by the 
Boston Opera and brought the "new 
stagecraft” to America. For Urban, the 
aim was to fuse all the elements of a the­
atrical piece — sets, costumes, lights, 
movement — into a unified whole for 
maximum effect, a concept Richard 
Wagner named Gesamstknnstwcrk.

The Boston company failed to survive 
beyond the outbreak of World War I, a 
fortunate turn for Urban, since it left him 
free to take advantage of the attention his 
work had drawn from the era's great 
Broadway impresarios, most notably Flo- 
renz Ziegfeld Jr. When Ziegfeld, eager to 
elevate his already successful Follies to 
the highest theatrical art. first approached 
Urban, the designer was apprehensive 
about doing “girlie shows." But soon he 
was happily immersed in creating a dis­
tinctive architectural look for Ziegfeld’s 
extravaganzas. The "Great Follies” 
date from 1915, Urban’s first; the collab­
oration continued through 1931 and 
included the first production of Show 
Hoat in 1927. Reviewers were always 
unstinting in their praise. In the years pre­
ceding the Great Depression, the Ziegfeld 
Follies became a symbol for America, and 
it was Urban who raised them to a high 
level of sophistication and art.

Urban enjoyed an equally long and 
successful collaboration with the Metro­
politan Opera, for which he designed 
more than 50 productions, building the 
scenery in his studio, overseeing its instal­
lation, anil designing the lighting as well.

In the flush of his Follies triumphs, 
Urban met William Randolph Hearst, 
whose mistress, Marion Davies, had 
been a Ziegfeld Girl. At the time, Hearst

was running a motion picture studio in 
New York, and he soon asked Urban to 
be his scenic designer. Not only did the 
three-dimensional quality of the movie 
sets make them more architecturally 
challenging than those of the stage, but 
I learst's deep pockets allowed Urban 
to at last earn and save enough money 
to establish his first architectural office 
in Manhattan.

The quality of the architectural out­
put of this poorly remembered man is 
astounding: superb Art Deco penthouses 
for millionaires, a clubhouse in Palm 
Beach, Fifth Avenue shops, an experimen­
tal (and unbuilt) theater for Max Rein­
hardt, the overwhelming Ziegfeld Theater 
with its egg-shaped interior. Most 
notable, perhaps, is New York's New 
School for Social Research — a superb 
1930 modern building, and one of only 
two of Urban's works still standing.

Urban’s last commission was to con­
sult on the design of the 1933 Chicago 
Century of Progress. He contributed the 
fair's two most memorable elements: the 
color and the light.

I lenry Dreyfuss also produced prodi­
giously on Broadway. In 1923, barely out 
of school, he was engaged by the Mark 
Strand Vaudeville Company to design 
sets, costumes, lighting, and equipment. 
He executed 52 shows a year for five 
years, for $50 a week. I Ie was well 
trained for the work, having studied at 
New York's Ethical Culture Society’s Arts 
I ligh School from 1920 to 1922. It was 
the last of his formal education, though 
his intellectual pursuits never abated.

Briefly, Dreyfuss worked for that 
other stage designer who turned to indus­
trial design, Norman Bel Geddes; he

always referred to Bel Geddes as “genius 
number one in my life.”

By 1928 Dreyfuss had begun his tran­
sition to the still new field of industrial 
design. Work was slow at first, probably 
because Dreyfuss was unwilling to com­
promise. When an executive at Macy’s 
offered him an opportunity to redesign 
anything and everything sold in the 
department store. Dreyfuss was intrigued, 
but ended up refusing the job because he 
wouldn’t be able to consult with the peo­
ple responsible for manufacturing the 
products. Without rhe manufacturers’ 
cooperation, he knew, his design ideas 
could too easily be compromised. Again 
in 1930, when he was invited to join in a 
competition to create a new telephone tor 
Bell Telephone l aboratories, he declined 
because he wasn't allowed to consult with 
the phone company’s engineers. But when 
none of the other designers were able to 
come up with something Bell liked, they 
hired Dreyfuss anyway, and he is credited 
with the design of the 1937 Model 302 
telephone. Dreyfuss went on to create 
Bell’s 500 series phone, over 93 million 
of which were manufactured between 
1950 and 1982, the most numerous 
technological object ever shaped by one 
person’s aesthetic.

Throughout his long career — which 
included designing New York Central 
Railroad's iconic 20th Century Limited 
(and everything in it), Westciox’s Big Ben, 
I loneywell’s thermostats, and John 
Deere’s tractors — Dreyfuss never lost 
sight of these design parameters: safety 
anil convenience of use, ease of mainte­
nance. cost, appeal, and appearance. For 
Henry Dreyfuss, this mantra was a road 
map rather than a blueprint, and rhe pri­
oritization of these human values made 
his designs both universal and timeless.

One of the pleasures of The Man 
in the lirown Suit is its profusion of 
illustrations; the same is true of Joseph 
Urban. With both books, there is an irre­
sistible temptation to first look at all 
the pictures and read the captions 
before plunging into the carefully 
researched texts.

But the texts have their own joy, 
if only as a reminder of how I lenry 
Dreyfuss touches us everyday, through the 
way he reshaped his field of industrial 
design, and of how Joseph Urban's work 
can still inspire and delight — he was 
the last Renaissance architect of the 
20th century. No library of architecture, 
design, or theater should be without this 
pair of books. ■

http://iiuelleitu.il




Getting connected has 
changed. Has your office?

IVIcCOY

6869 Old Katy Road Houston, Texas 77024 713.862.4600

Providing 
workplace 
solutions

Rice University
Rice Design Alliance - MS 51 
6100 South Main Street
Houston, Texas 77005-1892

Non-Profit Org.
U.S. Postage 
PAID
Houston, Texas
Permit No. 7549


