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IRICE DESIGN ALLIANCE: CIVIC FORUM 

Wednesday, September lcJ, 7:30 p.m. 

B r o w n A u d i t o r i u m , 

The M u s e u m o f Fine A r t s , H o u s t o n 

713 .348 .4876 

As par t o f its ongo ing e f for t t o b r i ng 

more a t ten t ion t o archi tecture and design 

in the c i ty , R D A w i l l present i n f o r m a l 

discussions o n issues o f concern to the 

qua l i t y o f l i fe and the bu i l t env i ronment 

in H o u s t o n . Topics and par t i c ipants w i l l 

he announced later. 

I BICE DESIGN ALLIANCE 

FAIL LECTURE SERIES; OPEN CIP 
B r o w n A u d i t o r i u m , 

The Museum of line Arts, Houston 
713.348.4876 

This lecture series w i l l investigate the 

shape o f the suhurbanized Amer i can city, 

o f w h i c h H o u s t o n is the p ro to type , l i \\ i l l 

also e v p l o n ways in wh ich archi tecture, 

urban design, t ranspor ta t ion p lann ing , 

and env i ronmenta l design can affect this 

d is t inct type o f c i ty. 

Wednesday, Oc tober 3 , 7 :30 p.m. 

A L E X M A R S H A L L , the N e w York-based 

au tho r o f the recent book How Cities 

Work: Suburbs. S/imwl, and the Roads 

\ . i f Liken, w i l l speak. M a r s h a l l has 

w r i t t e n o n the subject o f s p r a w l and 

N e w U r b a n i s m fo r pub l i ca t i ons rang ing 

f r o m The New York Times Magazine to 

Metropolis and Salon, He is a senior edi­

to r at the Inst i tute for Urban Design 111 

N e w Yo rk . 

Wednesday, Oc tobe r 10, 7 :30 p .m. 

W A L T E R H O O D , an associate professor 

in the Urban Design p rog ram at the 

S Inivt :s i t \ .1 ' t a l i fo i nia, Berkeley, * ill 

speak. H o o d , an A f r i can -Amer i can arch i ­

tect best k n o w n for deve lop ing land­

scapes for publ ic spaces and areas, is the 

founder and pr inc ipa l o f H o o d Design, 

an a w a r d - w i n n i n g landscape design prac­

tice in O a k l a n d , Ca l i f o rn i a . 

Wednesday, Oc tobe r 17, 7:30 p .m. 

f O l I N KAL. ISK1 , p r i n c i p a l o f U r b a n 

S tud io in Santa M o n i c a , C a l i f o r n i a , w i l l 

speak, k . t l i sk i has lectured o n ci t ies a n d 

a rch i tec tu re t h r o u g h o u t the U n i t e d 

States and has w r i t t e n fo r pub l i ca t i ons 

t a n g i n g f r o m Harper's t o Design liouk 

Review and Cite. 

Wednesday, Oc tobe r 24 , 7:30 p.m. 

I I 1 I N D U N H A M - J O N L S , D i rec to r o f 

the Arch i tec ture Program in the Georgia 

Inst i tute o f Technology's Col lege o f 

Arch i tec ture in A t l an ta , w i l l speak. As a 

par tner in the f i r m Dunham-Jones and 

I.eBlanc Arch i tec ts , she w o n an A1A 

a w a r d for her w o r k on the R iv ianna 

R ive r f ron t and Free Br idge, a seven-lane 

h i ghway br idge designed as a gateway to 

( har lo t tesv i l le , V i rg in ia . 

(UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON GERALD P. HINES 

COLLEGE OF ARCKITtCTLIRf LECTURES 

A l l lectures are held in the College o l 

Arch i tec ture Lecture Theater. For more 

i i i i u n n . i i i o n , cal l 713 .743 .2400 . 

Tuesday, September 1 1 , 6 p.m. 

E R I C C H A N G , o f O M A ' s N e w Yo rk 

of f ice, w i l l speak. Chang is pa r t i c ipa t ing 

in the t rans fo rmat ion o f the fon ier Soho 

Guggenheim i n t o one of the first I'rada 

epicenter stores in the Uni ted States. 

Tuesday, Oc tobe r 4 , S p .m. 

W I L L I A M J. M I T C 1 IF.LL, Professor o f 

Arch i tec ture and Med ia Arts and Sciences 

and Dean o f the School o f Arch i tec ture 

and P lann ing at the Massachuset ts 

Ins t i tu te o f Techno logy , w i l l speak on 

" F - T o p i a : Med ia and Arch i tec tu re . " H i s 

lecture is sponsored jo in t ly by the Univer ­

sity o f H o u s t o n School o f C o m m u n i ­

ca t i on , the In ternat iona l Te lecommun i ­

cat ions Research Ins t i tu te , and the Gera ld 

D. I l ines Col lege o f Arch i tec ture . 

Wednesday, Oc tobe r t o , 6 :30 p .m. 

D R . H E N R i ( 1 I I RE, o f U N E S C O in 

Paris, w i l l speak o n " W o r l d Her i tage 

Sites and the Programs of L I N F S C O . " 

The talk is being held in con junc t ion w i t h 

the Monuments, Mills, ami... Vanishing 

Industrial Landscapes exhib i t ,u the 
College of Arch i tecture Gallery. 

Tuesday, Novcmher 13, \ and 6 p.m. 

B R I A N M A C K A Y - l . Y O N S o f Br ian 

M a c K a y Lyons Arch i tec ture , H a l i f a x , 

Nov ia Scotia, w i l l speak. M a c K a y - l \ m i s . 

w h o bases his w o r k on a modern region­

al ist language inspired by the study of 

N o v a Scotia vernacular bui ld ings and 

landscape, is responsible for some of the 

most innovat ive archi tecture in Canada 

today. A t 3 p .m. he w i l l h o l d a quest ion 

and answer session w i t h U I I arch i tecture 

students in the C O A Arch ive R o o m . H i s 

lecture at 6 p .m. w i l l be in the Col lege o l 

Arch i tec ture Lecture Theater. 

IUNIVERSITY M HOUSTON GERALD P. NINES 
COLLEGE OF ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITS 

I ollege o f Arch i tec ture G a l l e n 

" I V 743 .4276 

Through October 18 
Monuments, Mills, and ... Vanishing 
Industrial Landscapes, the National 
B u i l d i n g Museum's H i s t o r i c Amer i can 

Eng ineer ing Record t rave l i ng e x h i b i t t i l 

s ign i f i can t eng ineer ing and i ndus t r i a l 

w o r k s t h r o u g h o u t the Un i t ed States, 

w i l l v is i t H o u s t o n under the auspices of 

the Un ivers i ty o f H o u s t o n Cu l l en 

Co l lege o f Eng ineer ing 's D e p a r t m e n t o f 

C i v i l Eng ineer ing . The ins ta l l a t i on is 

free and open t o the pub l i c f r o m •* a.m 

to 4 p .m . M o n d a y t h r o u g h Fr iday. 

jug «sm iuiiiig zoo' Biu 
Saturday, November .s, " p .m. 

2 4 5 0 H o l c o m h e Bou levard 

(Former ly the Nab isco Plant) 

I h e 15th annua l R D A G a l a , s u p p o r t i n g 

2 0 0 1 - 2 0 0 2 R D A p rog rams and pub l ica­

t i ons , w i l l h o n o r the Texas M e d i c a l 

Center a n d w i l l inc lude d inner , d a n c i n g , 

and a s i lent a u c t i o n . 

IRICE DESIGN ALLIANCE SPRING LECTURE SERIES: 

AVANT-GARDE DUTCH ARCHITECTURE 
January - February. 2002 

B r o w n A u d i t o r i u m 

The M u s e u m o l Fine Ar ts , 1 lous ton 

713.348.4876 

This lecture series w i l l present Du tch 

architects and designers w h o are o n the 

cu t t i ng edge o f design. Speakers w i l l 

inc lude Bart l .ootsma, Caro l ine Bos, Joep 

van L leshout, and Marce l Wanders. 

Specific dates to be announced later. 

I RICE DESIGN AllIANCE 

I 

HOMFTOWN TOIIB IPS ANGFIFS 

February 28 - M a r c h 3, 2 0 0 2 

The next RDA tour will give travelers 
special insight into the city of Los 
Angeles. Please call RDA at 713.348.4876 
for itinerary and cost. 

RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE 2002 
ANNUAL ARCHITECTURE TQUR; LIVE/WORK 
Saturday, April 6, and Sunday, 
April 7, 2002 

T h e 2002 members-on ly archi tecture tour 

w i l l feature l i ve /work houses designed lo i 

home and off ice. 
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BEST I'VE SEEN 
This latest issue of Cite [Cite 501 is the 
most wonderful issue I've seen yet. They 
are all visually very attractive and full of 
information completely accessible to the 
i\ person, hut this issue is the best and 

must appealing to me. 

lor example, I'm fascinated with the 
Live Oak Friends Meeting House |"Whal 
Simplicity Conceals, the Light Reveals," 
by Patrick Peters] and am planning to 
send this issue's story on it to my stepson 
and his family in Philadelphia, who are 
Quakers and active in one of the meet­
ings there. The Cite article \\.i\ much 

fuller and more sensitive than the cover­
age in newspapers I've seen, including 
that in the New York Times. 

Jack I.apin ["Hidden Houston: 
I louston's Lower East Side"| was in my 
class at Rice. His reminiscence, and the 
other reminiscences going hack to the 
1930s and 1940s, struck a familiar 
chord. 

Just had to tell you! 

Nancy Boothc 
Houston 

WONDERFUL ADDITION 
Cite is magnificent. Originally, this issue 
\Cite 50, "Hidden Houston"] caught 
my attention because I am a Quaker. 
Bur paging through it, I soon discovered 
what a fine work the entire publication 
is. What a wonderful addition to the 
city. Bravo! 

Kim llogstrom 
Editor, Inside Houston 
Houston 

Have a criticism, comment, nr response 
tt> something you're seen in Cite? If so, 
the editors would like to hear from you. 
\<iii can mail your comments to Letters 
to the Editor, Cue. iy-f Weft Cray, 
Suite i, Houston, Texas 77019; fax 
them tii 71 ;- \i>>-s SSi; or e-mail them 
to citemailtprne.edu. 

Corrections 

The 1905 Penn B. Thornton House in the Heights. 

In the response to Andres F. 
C.ueto's letter in Cite 50 
regarding the City of 
I louston's Sign Ordinance 
["Sign ot Interest" |, it was 
incorrectly stated that the 
ordinance allows people to 
obtain variances. It does not. 
Also, in that same issue, in 
the Citcline article "Building 
Bricks," a photograph was 
misidentified. The picture on 
page seven that is identified as 
the 1905 Penn B.Thornton 
House in the Houston 
Heights is instead the home of 

5 Bart Truxillo, who won a 
I Cood Bricks Award for 
I Outstanding Leadership in 

Historic Preservation. The 
Penn B. Thornton house, which was 
restored by Dr. Norman Kirk Speck and 
designated.! I'e\as 1 hsioru landmark in 
1998, is shown in the photo at left. 

file:///Cite
http://citemailtprne.edu


f i f e < i 2 0 0 1 i u m m e i 

R D A N E W S 

The RDA tour group at Ihe Grond View on lop ol Mount Washington, overlooking the three rivers that converge at Pittsburgh. 

RDA members tour Pittsburgh 

In April, 19 RDA members left Houston tor a 

five-day architecture tour of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania. Set on three rivers and a 
score of hills that rival the topography of 
San Francisco, Pittsburgh is known not 
only for its industry and architecture, but 
for its cultural lite as well. 

Pittsburgh natives and RDA board 
members Minnettc Boesel, Rives Taylor, 
and Bruce Webb guided the visitors 
through an itinerary that included inside 
looks at architectural landmarks and pri­
vate historic homes, dining in Pittsburgh's 
most exclusive clubs, and a day trip to 

Frank Lloyd Wright's masterpiece of resi­
dential architecture, Fallingwater. 

This was the second annual RDA 
Hometown Tour. In March 2000, RDA 
took 10 guests on a tour-day exploration 
of Savannah, Georgia, guided by 
Savannah native and former RDA presi­
dent Barrie Scardino. A third Hometown 
Tour, this one focusing on Los Angeles, is 
scheduled for February 2X-Mareh 3, 
2002. Reservations and information are 
available from RDA executive director 
Linda Sylvan at 713-348-3288. 

2703 Barbara Lane 

Colleen Sherlock 
Greenwood King Properties • 713.524.0888 

537 & 547 Cortlandt 

Carol Barndollar & Eileen Hartman 
Greenwood King Properties • 713.524.0888 • 713.864.0888 

New Managing Editor for Cite 

Lisa Groy, most recently a columnist and 
staff writer tor the Houston Press, has been 
hired as the new managing editor of Cite 
magazine, effective July I. She replaces 
Mitchell J. Shields, who was Cite'* man­
aging editor for the past three years. 

Gray, a long-time resident of Hou­
ston, is a graduate of Rice University, 

where she was editor-in-chief of the 
Rice Thresher. She has also been a 
senior editor at the Washington City 
Pd))er in Washington, D.G., and was 
managing editor of the Houston Press 
from 1991 to 1993, and again from 
1998 to 1999. She can be reached at 
citemail@rice.edu. 

Cite Wins Lone Star Awards 

Cite magazine was a triple winner in the I loti-

ston Press Club's I one Star Awards, 
which were presented on July 21, Com­
peting in the magazine category, Cite 
writers and designers took first and sec­
ond place for magazine article, and first 
place for magazine layout. 

The first place article award went to 
"I 120uston," by Barrie Scardino, a look 
at how water has shaped the Bayou City 
from Cite 46. Commenting on the story, 
the judges remarked that it "works from 
the headline to the art, text, and quotes. 
A great piece, and thoroughly researched." 
Another article from Cite 46, "Lost Hou­

ston," by Steven Strom, received the sec­
ond place award. About that story, which 
examined a number ol buildings thai 
have been torn down in I louston over the 
years, the judges commented, "Wonderful 
look at what's been lost in the city." 

The first place layout award went to 
Cheryl Beckett of Minor Design for her 
work on Cite 47, which featured stories 
on the Texas Medical Center, architect 
Charles Taplcy, Peckerwood Garden in 
I lempstead, the controversy over the 
Blanton Museum in Austin, and the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston's Audrey 
Jones Beck Building. • 
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IF SOMEONE LOOKING AT THE MODEL o f the new 

$50 million Catholic cathedral planned tor 
downtown Houston thinks they set- in the 
design something vaguely familiar, Scott 

Ziegler doesn't object. Ziegler, principal of 

ZJegler Cooper Architects, the firm that's 

designing the cathedral foe the Diocese of 

Galveston-Houston, admits that while 

conceiving a plan for the building, his 

team paid careful attention to what had 

gone before. "The goal," he says, "was to 

adhere to the traditional, but to also create 

a building of this millennium. We knew 

we couldn't do something completely tra­

ditional, of course, but we wanted to be 

rooted in a recognizable past." 

The result, as unveiled in a press con­

ference in late May, is a 2,100 seat struc­

ture with a Latin cross plan, an interior 

that soars to a height of 116 feet in the 

nave and ISO feet over the altar, a flat­

tened dome, a 210-foor-ratl free-standing 

campanile, and echoes of the Roman­

esque. The cathedral will sit in the mid­

dle block of a three-block strip owned In 

the diocese and wil l have a footprint of 

30,800 square feet and a building area of 

79,400 square feet on a site bounded by 

St. Joseph's Parkway, Fannin, Jefferson, 

and San Jacinto. It wi l l be a strikingly 

vertical presence in what is an area of 

relatively low buildings, and wi l l also be 

easily visible to the motorists driving 

along 1-45 only two blocks to the south 

— especially once Sacred I leart Co-

Cathedral, which sits on the block be­

tween the interstate and the site of the 

new cathedral, is demolished, something 

that is expected to happen in late 2004, 

after the new cathedral is finished. Work 

on the cathedral is anticipated to begin 

in the spring of next year. 

In an important sense, that new 

cathedral wi l l be the first true Catholic-

cathedral in ! Iouston's history, say dioce­

san officials. Though Sacred Heart is des­

ignated a cathedral, when it was built in 

1912 it was intended to serve only as the 

parish church for the Main Street residen­

tial district. The new cathedral wi l l be the 

first specifically intended as a cathedral. 

The only question was, how should 

that intent be translated into something 

physical? For Ziegler Cooper; the an­

swer was to be found by delving into 

history. "We did an enormous amount 

of research on cathedrals, and discussed 

qualities people feel when they walk into 

a caihedr.il," Ziegler says. "What came 

LD-TIM 
ELIGION 

The Diocese 

Galveston-Houston 

opts for 

the familiar 

cathedral 

l l l fHIOII 

St. Joseph Parkway 

Site plon lor tilt lolhedrnl. The front focode will lice 

southweil, toward 1-45. 

to mind was awe and wonderment ol 

God, beautiful craftsmanship, and fin­

ally, just a testimony of faith. Then we 

asked ourselves, how does that inform a 

design? As you look across the construc­

tion of cathedrals of all ages, it came 

dowtl to several common characteristics. 

One was vertically, the spirituality of a 

space, which begins to soar and create a 

mystical feeling. Second was the use of 

light — the layering of a space, and the 

light coming through that layering. Third 

was monumentality of scale, a scale that 

is there nor to overwhelm man, but to 

make us feel the grandeur of God's pres­

ence in the worship space. That was the 

starring point." 

Another starting point was a phrase 

in a letter issued by Bishop Joseph Fio-

ren/a, the diocese's top official, at the 

time the selection process for the cathe­

dral commission was announced. In that 

letter, bishop l iorenza noted that he 

hoped for something in the "tradit ional 

line of a cathedral." Ziegler Cooper 

took that to heart, and investigated to 

discover what, to the bishop, traditional 

meant. It became clear that Italian Ro­

manesque, at least in plan and organiza­

t ion, was considered appealing, and so 

Romanesque elements were incorporated 

into the design. 

The traditional emphasis in [ louston is 

in contrast to two other major cathedral 

projects now under way, Rafael Moneo's 

Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels in 

Los Angeles, and Santiago Calatrava's 

Christ the 1 ight Cathedral in Oakland, 

California. In both of those instances, the 

dioceses opted for something different 

rather than something recognizable. In the 

case of the Los Angeles cathedral, which is 

scheduled for completion late next year, 

Moneo, also architect of the Museum of 

Fine Arts, Houston's Audrey Jones beck 

Building, created a complex of heavy, solid 

shapes that suggests a temple from pre­

history. In Oakland, Calatrava designed a 

light, open, ribbed structure that, in his 

phrase, "would be like a pair of hands 

|that| can be brought together in prayer or 

can be opened to the sky." 

but while the Moneo and <. al.urava 

cathedrals have drawn considerable 

praise, they've also been the source of 

some controversy within their dioceses. 

In Los Angeles, in particular, there have 

been complaints from a group of parish­

ioners that Moneo's design is not in keep-

Tin new Houston cathedral, scheduled lor completion in lute 2004, 

will hove o slrong vertical pretence, lowering over ils neighbors. 

http://caihedr.il
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ing with Catholic practice. 

Such complaints arc unlikely to be 

raised about the new Houston cathedral. 

Indeed, it contains a number of elements 

consciously evocative of earlier cathedrals, 

among them a 200-sear crypt church 

beneath the floor of the alt3r space and a 

side garden court. But while Houston's 

cathedral unmistakably echoes the past, 

Ziegler says, it isn't bound by it. One 

major difference he points to is the 

emphasis on the vertical. Traditional 

cathedrals had \\ ide side aisles supporting 

the nave, which meant worshipers moved 

through low-ceilinged areas before en­

countering the tall expanse leading to the 

altar. Since steel construction makes the 

side supports unnecessary, the Houston 

cathedral wi l l be able to rise quickly to its 

full height, emphasizing its verticality. Too, 

Ziegler notes that the front of the cathe­

dral will not be covered over in stone, but 

will be made primarily out of two thin 

veils of clear glass sandwiching a layer of 

art glass, to allow light to pour inside. 

"Our idea was that almost from the 

moment you enter the door, you're aware 

of the immensity of the space," Ziegler 

s.nv "We pushed for monumental scale, 

even though during discussions with 

the diocese there were questions about 

whether the size could be reduced. But 

we felt that for it to work as a cathedral, 

it had to be monumental." 

"Very few generations have the priv­

ilege of building a cathedral," Ziegler 

notes. "So you have to consider that 

you're building for history. One of the 

statements we heard early on was that 

this was a building with a 500 year 

planning horizon. When you're thinking 

in those terms, it becomes a building for 

the ages, and you have to think b ig. " — 

Mitchell J. Shields 
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Top: The HL&P conTrol tenlcr before demolition. 

Left: The control tenter, oltei making way for a new arena, 

Losing Cont ro l 

In July, Houston lost one of its most 

distinctive modern buildings when the 

Houston Lighting and Power Lnergj 

Control Center at 1313 LaBranch Street 

was demolished to make way for the new 

downtown arena. Its jutting cantilever 

bays or poured-in-placc concrete — 20 fl O 

on the l.a branch Street side, 45 feet on the 

(. rawford Street side — made the Control 

(enter, designed by Caudill Rowlctt Scott 

with Robert O. Biering, stand out in an 

otherwise lightly developed series of blocks 

just south of the C (invention (..enter. 

Massive in appearance, the Control 

Center was constructed in 1972 as a 

showpiece for Hl .&P, a place where the 

utility could demonstrate to the public 

what power generation was all about. To 

that end, the operations facility, where 

electrical power to the city was moni­

tored, was on the building's second 

floor, while the first floor was given over 

to a lni'Ji ici l inged, glass-walled lobby 

intended for use as an exhibition area. 

but the Control Center never hosted 

the regular publit gatherings n hail been 

designed for, and over the years it came 

to look "perpetually vacant," in tin' 

words of architectural historian Stephen 

box. According to an I II evP spokespei 

son, the utility outgrew the facility some 

years hack, and it had been sitting empty 

while attempts were made to find a 

buyer. Its unique design made it ,i diffi­

cult sale, however, and there were no 

rakers until the city decided the sur­

rounding land would be a good location 

tor a new basketball arena. The Hou­

ston Sports Authority (hen bought the 

property and had the Control Center torn 

down to clear the way tor construction. 

"It's sad that nobody even tried to fig­

ure out a way to incorporate the Control 

Center into the arena design," notes 

Ramona Davis, executive director of the 

(ireater Houston Preservation Alliance. "It 

should have been possible." — WIShicLh 

[ Tools of the Trade ] 

View and order plans online, and get a complete order history using A&E's Online Digital Vault - destined to become a classic. 
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Hoi just o civic boi: The Houston Emergency (enter will be one of the fail projects to feel the import ol new design demands by the (ily. 

Raising the Bar THE HOUSTON EMERGENCY CENTER currently under 

construction on North Shepherd could 

easily have been just one more boring 

i i\ K box, .i warehouse foi people ti > 

work in with little to distinguish it. 

Indeed, that's basically what was first 

proposed. The site tor the $54 mill ion 

project, which wi l l 

consolidate under 

A new city department advocates for better civic architecture one root the city's 
lM I operators and 

dispatchers for the 

police and fire departments, already had 

a plain box of a building on it, and the 

original idea was simply to clad the struc­

ture and stick a portico in front, but 

then, surprisingly, the citj said no, send­

ing the designers back to the drawing 

hoard witl i the mandate to come up with 

something more compelling. 

It was, for the city of Houston, an 

unusual action. Traditionally, the cit\ has 

noi been a strong advocate for creative 

design, especially in its day to day build­

ings; engineering skills, and an ability to 

navigate the city's bureaucracy, have often 

mattered more in getting a projecr from 

plan to construction than has an intrigu­

ing appearance. Hut that approach, s.i\s 

Monique McGilbra, director of the city's 

building Services Department, is some­

thing the city is trying to pul in the past. 

"We are looking for a different mindset," 

she says, "a different philosophy." 

If any one person is in charge of 

shaping that philosophy, it's McGilbra. 

formerly with I lines Interests, where she 

was responsible for operation of the Gal-

lena and other retail projects, McGilbra 

in early 2000 became head of building 

Services, a new city department that had 

prc\ lottsK been pari of Public Works 

The purpose in making building Services 

independent, s.ns Met. l ibra, was to 

move away from the heavily engineering 

approach prevalent in Public Works. "We 

wanted design to be seen as a focal point 

for our projects," she says. "In the past. 

it was an afterthought. If you look at the 

city facilities that are built, it's clear that 

the main drive was to get things built on 

time and within budget. That's important, 

of course, but our goal is to not just build 

on time and within budget, but to build 

something that will have a lasting impres­

sion on the community." 

As examples of what she's hoping t• • 

achieve, McGilbra points to the renova­

t ion of Jones Pla/.a and the Houston 

Kmergency Center. The former has won 

design awards, while the latter is at the 

very least a distinct improvement over 

what was originally planned. Stil l, 

McGilbra is aware that changing in­

grained attitudes wi l l take time. Part of 

her task, she says, is to convince strong 

design architects that the city is actually 

wil l ing to work with them, and then 

helping them thread bureaucratic barri­

ers; to that end, this summer Building 

Services went online with a website 

(www.ci.hoiisron.tx.us/bsd) where archi­

tects can get information about city pro­

jects and determine if they're interested in 

working on them. 

Another part of McGilbra's task is to 

convince city departments to take design 

seriously, bridging the gap between archi­

tects and department heads may not be 

easy, she says, but its necessary if the city 

is to get buildings that do more than |ust 

work. "We're very much aware of the his­

tory of how projects have been managed 

in I lonston," she says, "and we're ven 

much looking forward to reshaping that" 

"We don't want the same old cookie 

cutter city facility," McGilbra adds. "We 

really believe that architecture is the fiber 

of the landscape of the city. And with the 

city owning SI.5 billion worth of real 

estate, we think we have a responsibility 

and opportunity to really make a lasting 

impression on architecture." — MJSi)ichh 

What onie was a packinq lot ol the tornei of Milam and Capitol 

is now o pocket ptnk. 

Parks l , Cars o 

When it comes to porks versus parking in 
I downtown Houston, there generally 
1 hasn't been much of a fight. Parking has 
I won out practically every rime. That's 
^ why it was so unusual when JPMorgan 
| Chase, Texas Region, a financial ser­

vice', f i rm, decided to take the land at 
I he comer of Mi lam and Capitol that 
for 20 years had served as a parking lot 
for visitors to the Chase Tower, the 
Houston Club, and other downtown 

office buildings and turn it into a 5.200-
square-foot park. 

Designed by Kirksey Architects, the 

park took nearly a year to complete, 

wi th six months given over to planning 

and six months for actual construction. 

The first step in making a haven for cars 

a haven for people was the painting of 

"Muted Colors of History," a 41-foot 

by 94-foor mural by Houston artist 

Suzanne K. Sellers that acts as a hack-

drop to the park's activities. Then some 

shade trees, shrubbery, and seating were 

brought in and water fountains added. 

Finally, in late May the park was of f i ­

cially dedicated, and what had long 

been private corporate space was turned 

over for public use. 

The park, named JPMorgan Chase 

Park, will close nightly, but wil l have a 

mobile food cart on site during the day. 

According to JPMorgan Chase spokesman 

David tiyford, there are also plans to pre­

sent live music and other entertainment 

for the benefit of a rarely courted group, 

downtown's pedestrians. — MJShwIds 

http://www.ci.hoiisron.tx.us/bsd
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Londry'i proposed oquorium end mlouranl complti, by Kirksty Architect!, will nnnilorm downtown') Fir-c Station No. 1. 

Sea Change 

The entertainment district bridges the bayou 

WITH THE JUHE groundbreak­

ing for a planned aquari­

um and restaurant com­

plex, the downtown enter­

tainment district has 

bridged Buffalo Bayou. 

Until now, the bayou 

marked the western edge 

of downtown for most 

people, with the Wortham 

Theatre Center, Bayou 

Place, Jones Halt, and the 

Alley on one side, and lit­

tle more than warehouse 

space and city services on 

the other. But the leasing 

of l i re Station No. 1 in 

the 400 block of Baghy, 

along with the nearby 

Central Waterworks Plant, 

to Landry's Restaurants 

inc., and Landry's plans to 

remake the buildings and surrounding 

property into a five-acre aquatic enter­

tainment complex, changes that equa­

t ion, expanding the central city to strad-

dle the bayou. 

Over the last decade or so, aquan 

urns have become a favorite of commu­

nities attempting to revive interest in 

their downtowns, according to Jane 

Ballentine of the American Zoological 

Association of America. In 2000 alone, 

more than $450 mil l ion worth of zoo 

and aquarium projects were estimated to 

have opened nationwide. The privately-

owned Dallas World Aquarium began 

operations in I9S>2, and is planning a 

major expansion lor next year. And in 

Austin, a nonprofit group is lobbying 

the city to build an aquarium in the 

Seaholm Power Plant on the shore of 

Town Lake and the Colorado River. 

The planned Houston complex fol­

lows that trend. Landry's, which has 

experience with a similar operation 

on the Kemah waterfront, wi l l spend 

approximately $21 million to redevelop 

the fire station and waterworks plant into 

a mixed-use facility featuring a 500,000 

gallon public aquarium, a seafood 

restaurant, a 6,000-square-foor ball­

room, a cafe, a lounge, a public plaza 

with fountains, and rides, among them 

an aquatic-themed 90-foot Ferris wheel 

and a miniature train. 

Fire Station No, I will be completely 

remade into a four-story entertainment 

complex, wnli a 400,000 gallon main 

aquarium on the first floor and a smaller, 

lOO.OOO-gallon aquarium acting as a cen­

terpiece for a second-floor restaurant. But 

Landry's has said it intends to retain the 

exterior facade of the Central Waterworks 

Plant, while reworking the interior to 

accommodate a 250.000-gallon sharks-

only exhibition tank. The miniature train 

would connect the two buildings. The 

complex is expected to open in the fall of 

2002. — MJSbiMs 

Steelcase 

Actually, Rome could be built in a day. 
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for more information. 
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The Heart of 

Hermann Park 

Gets Ready for 

c Surgery 

£ 
Top: McGovern Lake after renovation 

Lett: Plan lor (elicit ing pool tonnedina the San Houston 

Monument and lake Overlook. 

It was nearly a decade ago that I [earl of the 
I'ark, a design competition organized by 
the Rice Design Alliance in cooperation 
with the 1'riends of Hermann Park and 
Houston's Parks and Recreation Depart­
ment, came up with an ambitious plan for 
what to do with the 1,200 feet of land 
that stretches from the base of the Sam 
Houston Monument to the northern 
extremity of what was then called the 
Clrand Basin. The idea was to take what 
was at the time little more than a raw 
stretch of water, grass, and trees ,MU\ turn 
it into a landscaped reflection pool on the 
order of the one that fronts the Lincoln 
Memorial in Washington, D.C., to create 
a civic monument that would act as a 
grand entrance to I louston's oldest major 
urban park. 

In the years following, the enthusiasm 
and renewed interest in Hermann Park 
sparked by the I learr of the Park design 
competition led to a number of impressive 
improvements, not the least of them the 
creation of a master plan for the park, the 
beaurificarions and re-alignment of North 
MacClregor Street between the park and 
the Texas Medical Center, and the expan 
sion of the park to include Bayou Park­
land, an SO-acre area along Brays Bayou 
that was transformed from an urban 
dumping ground into a wilderness walk-

http://www.benjys.com
http://www.somozagallery.com
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way. But for all that was accomplished, 

what wasn't was clear to anyone w h o 

entered the park In im the drive tu-ar 

Mecom Fountain: the pool that was to 

have been I lermann Park's cal l ing card 

remained fallow. 

Now, that's about to change. In m i d -

July, ground was f inal ly broken on a $7 

mi l l ion project that w i l l , by early 2003 , 

result in the Heart o f the I'ark becoming a 

reality. A 740-feet-long, SO-fcer-wide 

reflecting pool w i th sculpted stone edges 

and a white water cascade at its nor th end 

wi l l lead f rom the statue o f Sam Hous ton 

to a plaza that w i l l include the Pioneer 

Monument obelisk and four interactive 

fountains. The plaza, to be named the 

Mo l l y Ann Smith Plaza, w i l l abut the I ake 

Over look, a landscaped area designed for 

activities Mich .is p icnicking that w i l l 

extend to the edge o l the newly expanded 

McGovern Lake. 

The current plans for the I ieart o f the 

I'ark is an evolution of the entry that w o n 

the IV92 RDA compet i t ion . Tha t design, 

by Me l ton H e n r y / M a n rice Rob inson 

Architects Inc.; Peter B r o w n Arch i tec ts / 

Planners; and Scott Slaney and Steve 

I larding has been adapted over the years 

by Slaney, now wi th SWA, act ing w i t h the 

advice of Laurie O l i n , w h o oversaw the 

creation of the park's master plan. In par t , 

it was the complet ion ot elements of that 

master plan, in part icular the w o r k on 

McGovern Lake, that paved the way for 

the start of construct ion on the ref lect ing 

poo l . Rather than t ry t o d o everyth ing at 

once, the renovation of Hermann Park has 

been divided up into stages. The opening 

o f McGove rn Lake in A p r i l gave the pro­

posed reflection pool a terminus, and 

helped show what an improved water fea­

ture could do tor the park's appeal. 

N a m e d for its p r imary benefactor, 

John P. M c G o v e r n , the fo rmer G rand 

Basin completed a $4 mi l l ion renovat ion 

earlier this year that expanded its size f rom 

4.9 to 7.9 acres, and added a f ishing pier, 

boathouse, and nature walks, a long w i t h 

t w o new islands designated as migratory-

b i rd sanctuaries. A th i rd and larger island 

became a rou te over w h i c h the park 's 

m in ia tu re t ra in c o u l d t rave l to connect 

w i t h the proposed M o l l y Ann Smith Plaza. 

When completed, the new reflection 

pool w i l l be f lanked not just by the 80-

year-o ld L ive Oaks that now line the 

water's western and eastern edges, but also 

by add i t i ona l rows o f 14- t o 18-inch 

caliper Live Oaks al igned to create allees. 

The West Al ice w i l l conta in a cottage to 

conceal the p u m p house that w i l l operate 

the pool's b io - f i l t ra t ion system; the East 

Al ice w i l l feature the O . Jack Mi tche l l 

Garden, a shaded, contemplat ive area w i t h 

benches, f lowerbeds, and a small founta in , 

named for the man w h o was not on ly 

dean of the Rice School o f Archi tecture, 

but also the person in whose honor the 

or ig inal I Ieart o f the Park design compet i ­

t ion was held. A frequent vis i tor to Her­

mann Park, M i t che l l , w h o died in 1992, 

was a passionate advocate for its impor­

tance to the city. It's an impor tance that 

the I lean o f the Park project can only help 

emphasize. — MJSbieUs 

r* " vm 

A Shelter for Midtown 

This spr ing, M e t r o unveiled a second round o f bus shelters designed to f i t in to specific 

sections of the city. The f irst shelters, put i n t o place t w o years ago, were created to 

reflect the ident i ty of the central business d is t r ic t ; the new shelters are intended to rep­

resent the emerging M i d t o w n residential area. Ghampagne-co lo red , w i t h semi-barreled 

roofs, the M i d t o w n shelters have safety glass on three sides and l i gh t ing inside. The 

shelters, some 84 of wh ich are planned for M i d t o w n , beg inn ing near Pierce Street and 

ending near the Warw ick Ho te l , w i l l be constructed in four sizes, rang ing f r o m H feet 

by 10 feet to 7 feet by 20 feet. Acco rd ing to M e t r o , there are no cur rent plans for any 

other area-specific shelter designs. — MJShieids 

VENETIAN BL IND & FLOOR CARPET O N E 

A SPECIAL T H A N K YOU NOTE TO E D N A SMITHERS W H O B O U G H T 

T H A T SNAPPY COUNTERTOP FROM US BACK IN JUNE 1 9 5 2 — 

Vn 

%&SZ32%2£Z~ 

Not*,* E r W i tnti nam* tois bcerr Jjrolrcled m she wouldn't *fint anyone flopping py un(d she"* had Itmt JP compters " t ' rcrtovawjfjs' 

QUALITY W I N D O W COVERINGS, C O U N T E R T O P S & FLOORING SINCE 1952 

RDA Hometown Tours T 
rJLJi ~sfnaetei, (^au'foniia 

Join RDA members lor an architecture tour of fabulous LA, including 

ils historic neighborhoods, mythic houses by tames, Scbindler, 

Wright, Neutra, and the Greene brothers, Pasadena, and the Getty 

Museum, served up with a variety of receptions and dinners. 

February 28 • March 3, 2001 

Participation is limited to 50 RDA members. 

For more information, please call the Rice Design Alliance 

at 713-348-4676. 
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BY C H R I S T O F S P I E L E R 

Adaptive reuse takes on the big open spaces 

A 

A recipe for change: Under a scheme proposed by W.O, Neuhous Associates, the former Nabisco plant at the cornet 

al Hokambe and Afmeda will be transformed from a provider of cookies into o provider of high end affile spate. The 

computer rendering lor left shows plans for how the factory will be partitioned; the photograph renter shows the 

former baSieihop, emptied ol its ovens; and the rendering above shows that some spare, following renovation. 

IT WOULD HAVE BEEN EASY for the Texas Med­

ical Center to justify buying the old 
Nabisco bakery at the corner of AJmeda 
and Holcombe simply for the land it 
occupies. Hemmed in by Hermann Park 
and deed-restricted neighborhoods, rhe 
fast-growing Medical Center needs all 
the room it can f ind. 

And the Nabisco plant offered a big 
lot. But it also offered something else: 
an extraordinary building, one designed 
around rhe process of baking. At one 
end was the mixing area, where flour was 
delivered and mixed. At the other end 
was the loading docks, where the baked 
goods were placed onto trucks for deliv­
ery. These areas were recent additions, 
and were built in typically utilitarian 
warehouse fashion. Bur in between was 
something cntircl) different: .1 bakeshop 
with mammoth skylights, through which 
copious amounts of northern light flood­
ed tall, expansive spaces. The floors were 
wood block, dusty but intact. Polished, 
they could look like a basketball court. 

Originally, the Medical Center intended 
to use the building lor storage and tele­
com equipment, investing minimal funds 
in the building and holding the lot for 
future use. Bur the more they looked, the 
clearei 11 became 1 ha 1 the old baker) had 
a wealth of untapped potential. A study 
bj Planning Design Research Corpo­
rat ion, a Houston architectural f i rm, 
raised the possibility of carving the space 
up into offices, and so in search of .1 
remodeling scheme the Medical Center 
began interviewing architects. Among 
those interviewed was Bill Neuhaus, pun 
cipal of W.O. Neuhaus Associates, who 
presented a plan to convert the one-time 
factory mm not just office space, hut 
first-class office space. "When I first said 
what it would cost, they were aghast," 
Neuhaus recalls. But the economics were 
actually better for conversion to office 
space than for leaving rhe building as a 
warehouse. The Medical Center would be 
leasing room in the Nabisco plant to its 
member institutions, and it could charge 
considerably higher rent lor office space 
than for storage space. 

It didn't take long for the Medical 
1 enter to become convinced that the 
office approach was the right one to take 
with the Nabisco building. In doing so, 
they (oined what has become something 
of a trend in Houston. 

Though I louston is known as a city 
with a culture ol demolition, not preser­
vation, the reuse of buildings has become 
a visible part of its development over the 

past decade. The reinvention of the Rice 

Hotel, long a downtown eyesore, into 

upscale apartments and restaurants con­

vincingly demonstrated the possibilities 

present in vacant historic buildings, and 

as a result, Houston's older districts have 

seen a wave of similar projects. 

But nor all adaptive reuse projects 

involve historic buildings. ( !onsider a 

building off Interstate 45 in the Wood­

lands, for example. When its original ten­

ant, a K-Mart, was driven out by a nearby 

Wal-Mart, half the space was taken over 

by a crafts store. From the outside, the 

other hall also looks like just one more 

big box store, but inside is something dif­

ferent: a corporate call center. The rerail 

floor of the old K-Mart is filled with cubi­

cles, the warehouse area is training rooms, 

and the garden center is a cafeteria. 

Tilt roof of Ihe Nohisto plant. Looming in the neor diitonie ore 

iht building! of the Teiat Medical Center. 

Clearly, there is no nostalgia at work 

here. The only reasons to make a K-Mart 

a call center are pragmatic. An existing 

building particular!) om not in high 

demand, such as an older store shell in an 

overbuilt area — costs less than a new 

one. A user won't pay as much for a 

structure that has to be adapted to their 

needs as they wil l for one built from 

scratch for those needs. Often, the cost 

differential is enough to easily cover the 

ret|uired alterations. 

Even if money isn't tight, time often 

is. Hewitt Associates, the benefits man­

agement firm rh.it occupies the K-Mart, 

today has a new corporate campus with 

shin) offices, lakes, and green lawns. 

Though they had the money to build 

from scratch, they didn't have the time it 

takes to design and construct a major 

http://rh.it
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A side lection ol one plan for Ihe HCC Soglhwe;! Campos, 

teen above, shows how the designers ottempted to create the 

otmosphere of o "main street" inside. The proposed skylights 

were eliminated doe to budget considerations. 

f i i 

Changing face: The Incredible Universe facade as il looked in its reloil days, above, and as it looks now, 

right, as the entrance ta HCC Southwell's West Loop campus. 

facility. "They hail to have something 

the) could gel into quickly," architect 

Suzanne Simpson ot (.cnsUr, the firm that 

designed, the conversion of the retail 

space into a corporate campus, say-.. 

"From an operational standpoint it made 

a lot ot sense." 

The K M . i n is part of a pattern much 

wider spread and higher than I louston's 

downtown revival. All around the city, 

fairly young buildings arc entering second 

lives. One developer is trying to convert 

the Spectrum movie theater near the 

Galleria into lofts; a strip mall at I-4.S 

and the Beltway has been turned into a 

telecom huh; Town and Country Mal l , its 

retail tenants trickling away, is leasing 

storefronts to model railroad clubs. 

It's clear that adaptive reuse has 

moved far beyond it origins in historic 

preservation. Call it the second wave of 

reuse. Call it pragmatic reuse. Odds are, 

it's here to stav. 

Not all spaces, of course, are alike. Some 

spaces convert easily. Take, for example, 

the former Southmore Hospital, which the 

c. ity of Pasadena is currently considering 
converting into its city hall. A thin slab 

with windows, the one-time hospital 

could be easily mistaken for a |9~0s gov­

ernment office building. The real key to 

its resurrection, though, is in the hospital's 

massive mechanical systems. Designed to 

deal with the demands ot a medical facili­

ty, those systems — plumbing, electrical 

circuits, and air conditioning equipment 

— have considerable capacity, much more 

than what's required tor offices. Medical 

equipment is heavy, too, which means 

that the floors wil l easily be ahle to sup­

port offices. 

That situation, though, is rare. Ware­

houses and retail centers — the spaces 

most often being considered for pragmatic 

reuse — require less cooling, plumbing, 

and electricity than do offices. There are 

fewer shoppers per square foot in a store 

at midday than there are employees in a 

cubicle layout, and the shoppers aren't 

equipped with computers that, in an office, 

emit heat. At the very least, converting a 

store into offices requires beefing up the 

air conditioning, running new wiring (all 

the way from the utilities in the street, per­

haps), and tearing up floor slabs to run 

pipes to new restrooms, Additional cool­

ing capacity also means new mechanical 

units, and whether they're added on the 

roof or on a mezzanine, their weight prob­

ably requires strengthening parts of a 

building's basic structure. 

Putting more people in a building also 

means finding a way to get them out dur­

ing a tire. The big, rectangular floor plates 

of warehouse and "big box" stores mean 

many people are far from any exterior 

wall, never mind from one with a door. 

Somehow, corridors must be made wide 

enough to fit a lot of panicked people 

and laid out logically enough to funnel 

them all to an exit. Besides the code 

related egress problems, the big Hoot 

plates also lead to problems with orien­

tation, l ighting, and definition of space. 

At its worst, a K-Mart filled wi th cubi­

cles would be dreary, easy to get lost in . 

and anonymous: a warehouse tor people. 

A similar identity problem reoccurs on 

the outside. The modern city is full ot not-

so-subtle coding that identifies a building's 

use. \ supermarket or "big box" retailer 

is a windowless box with a vertical form 

that contains signage and the front door; 

a warehouse is a windowless box with a 

few windows in one corner or along 

the front; an office building is a box full 

ot windows. So how does .1 superstore 

become an office building without adding 

a lot of expensive new windows? 

These challenges can be daunting, but 

there are architectural opportunities along 

with the challenges. In a typical office 

building, there's 12 feet or so of space 

between each floor, or between the final 

floor and the root, with two to three teet 

of that space given over to the area that 

holds the ducts, lights, and wiring. That's 

tight for both the people and the mechani­

cal systems, but every inch of height costs 

more money in structure and finishes. In a 

typical big box, the roof is 20 feet off the 

ground — bought and paid for. 

Big boxes are also more generous in 

plan than the typical office building. An 

office tower is usually built around a cen­

tral core containing elevators and mechan­

ical space, !i a\ mi; .1 ?.s in 40 fool wide 

ring of space around the perimeter of the 

building. A htg box, by contrast, has 

columns 40 feet or more apart in each 

direction and no preexisting interior 

obstructions. 

A good example of the freedom and 

restrictions inherent in adapting an exist­

ing shell to a new use is the Houston 

Community College Southwest's West 

Loop center, near the intersection of 1-59 

and Loop 610 West. Since its beginnings, 

when it used high schools after hours, the 

I louston Community College System has 

been adapting space to its needs. Over 

the years, il has put classroom facilities in 

several shopping centers. Then in the 

mid-'90s, the owner of a Gallena-area 

office building that HCCS had been using 

for one of its classroom facilities wanted 

to move non-office uses out ot the build­

ing, ,~\tn\ I II ( s u.is lett looking for new 

space for its students. 

What it found was ,i West 1 oop build­

ing constructed tor the now-defunct elec­

tronics retailer Incredible Universe. The 

building, on a large lot with ample park 

ing accessible directly from the MO front­

age road, was vacant, and it suited HCCS's 

purposes well. "It was one of the rare 

instances where everything fit — it was a 

good location, close to the replaced loca­

tion, with high visibility, and lots of park­

ing," HCCS's Winston Dahsc says. 

The shell was huge — 71,000 square-

feet — and the construction budget mod­

est. "They asked us, 'How much can we 

do with X dollars,' " Lynn Sealy of archi­

tects Page Southerland Page recalls. The 

college had neither the need nor the 

money to build out the entire space. The 

impression one gets walking in the front 

door is ot a full building, but behind the 

walls ot the classrooms is an abundance 

of empty space that still looks like it did 

when IICCS purchased the building. 

lo allow the initial build-out to be 

expanded into the rest of the building 
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Making Main Sited happen: Page Southerland Page look an empty bo i , above, and developed it inla a 

campus ihorouglare, right. 

Inter, tbe architects designed a hierarchical 
circulation system. "It h.is to be very sim­

ple so people can rush in and out — a 

clean, clear designation ot circulation," 

says Page Southerland Page designer 

Arturo Chavez. "So we dissected a large 

layout into primary, secondary, and tertiary 

circulation systems like a small town." 

The small town analogy, Chavez says, 

proved useful in stirring up ideas. The 

19-foot-wide "main street" that runs 

down the center of the building is lined 

With student services, classrooms, meeting 

rooms, a gallery, and a library massed to 

resemble small buildings, with park 

benches and streetlights in front of their 

"facades." While the rooms have ceilings, 

the corridor is open to the roof above. 

This basic design — dividing a large 

flour plate into "blocks," with intersect­

ing "streets" in between leading to exits 

— is a common one for such projects. 

Ciensler used the same idea when drawing 

up plans to convert a former Randall's 

grocery store into a new administration 

building for the Galena Park Independent 

School District. The Galena Park building 

will be bisected by a wide central corn 

dor that curves through the space Irom 

the main lobby to a rear fire exit, inter-

-,i-Ltinji secondary corridors at tall pavil­

ions designed to act as gathering places 

and as landmarks. All the walls wil l be 

freestanding, with all but the pavilions 

ending far below the black-painted roof 

structure above. The corridors and many 

offices will have no ceilings, with isolated 

"clouds" of acoustic tile placed only in 

areas where they are needed. 

In effect, these buildings become in­

door landscapes. Instead of looking out at 

the outside world, they look inward. I lie 

occupants trade views and natural light 

for flexible offices, tall ceilings, and the 

convenience of consolidating employees in 

a large III tor area with no elevators and 

no need to venture into the I iouston heat. 

That tradeoff is not new. In many ways, 

these buildings are like multiplexes, shop­

ping malls, and the downtown tunnels. 

Of course, it would be possible to 

cut windows into walls and skylights 

into roofs to bring in some light. Page 

Southerland Page considered doing just 

that while developing the design for 

HCCS's West Loop Center. But the bud­

get got in the way. Lynn Scaly says that 

early in the process, they were consider­

ing making "main street" open to the 

outside. That concept evolved into a 

continuous, peaked skylight cut through 

the building. "That was replaced by iso-

lated skylights." she says, "which 

shrunk and then disappeared." 

The tight budgets typical ot pragmatic 

reuse also show up in finishes. The West 

Loop center, I lewitt, and Galena Park all 

use inexpensive finishes — concrete or 

carpet floors, sheetrock walls, off-the-

shell ceiling systems, a little concrete 

block — with bright colors, not materi­

als, used to provide accents. On the exte­

rior, paint and limited additions suffice. 

"We were dealing with a lixed shell. We 

attached things to the building rather 

than punching holes," Scaly says. To f'ur-

rher cut cost, those additions — chiefly a 

large pylon drive-through — are neither 
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A really big bo i : At Ihe interior plon shows, even ofler tilling il wild o community college- campus (right, 

above) hall of the fotmet Incredible Universe remains undeveloped Heft, above). 
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The ndupolibililf ol the big boi can be seen in these two interior 

plans by Gensler. Too is a onetime K-Mart remade as o call center 

for Hewitt Associates. Bottom is a farmer Randall's reborn as an 

odmislralion building for the Goleno Part Independent School District. 

air conditioned nor watertight. At Galena 
Park's new administration building, the 
only changes will be paint, signage, and 
landscaping. Tor Hewitt Associates' call 
center, which generally doesn't host visi­
tors, there were no exterior changes aside 
from adding doors. 

This is the essence of reuse: making do 
with what is there. Reuse projects require 
a fundamentally different approach to 
design than do projects that start from the 
ground up. Irving to change too much of 
what's there will quickly drive up the bud­
get. "You have to try to respect the hemes 
of the building and understand the new 
use," Gcnslcr architect Dean Stromhom 
says of the Pasadena City Mall project. 

The more complex the original build­
ing, the bigger the challenge. In a light 
industrial neighborhood on Dunvale just 
north of Westpark. the Houston Inde­
pendent School District is transforming an 
old warehouse into a new school. It is a 
building with a complex history and a plan 
to match. Built originally as a food manu­
facturing plant for Purina, it also served as 
a food preparation plant for Jack in the 
Box and as home to an electronics distribu­
tor before being bought by the school dis­
trict. HISD initially used the office portion 
of the building for their technology group. 
The building was built in several phases 
over several decades, with five different 
structural systems, four roof heights, and 
widely varying column grids. 

The charter school that will take over 
this building, Briarnieadow, is unusual in 
its own right, running Irom kindergarten 
through eighth grade. Adding together 
I USD's kindergarten through fifth grade 
and sixth grade through eighth grade 
space specifications produced a 200,000-
square-foot requirement. The building 
contained only *>K,<)<)<) square feet. Even 
after some trimming of space needs, it 
was still a hard fit. "It's like a puzzle," 

architect Israel Grinberg of ArcTec says. 
"You assign room sizes, then when you 
do it you find out it doesn't work." 
Some matches of rooms and shell were 
obvious. In the back of the building, a 
two-story storage space with a 14-foot 
ceiling proved ideal for a music class­
room. The mezzanine surrounding that 
room, accessible through a separate out­
side staircase, became a mechanical 
room. In other cases, the seemingly obvi­
ous solutions didn't work. The newest 
portion of the building, with 25-foot 
ceilings, should have been ideal tor a 
multi-purpose room. However, using it 
for that would have meant putting class­
rooms in the older portion ot the build 
ing, whose clay tile walls could not be 
opened up with windows. Thus the older 
section, complete with a low ceiling and 
columns in the middle, became the multi­
purpose room so that the classrooms 
could have natural light. Elsewhere, little 
additions adapted elements of the exist­
ing building to new requirements. An 
office wing, stripped of its curtain walls, 
became a front patio. Matching new 
walls underneath the patio roof with 
screen walls above gave the illusion of 
vertical masses that break up the build­
ing. New windows on the classroom 
wing were added to existing ones to cre­
ate a less industrial look. 

The real adaptation, though, came in 
the construction phase. There were early 
setbacks. HISD did exploratory demoli­
tion in most of building to determine the 
existing structure, but the front portion 
was still occupied while the building was 
being designed and so was off-limits to 
demolition. That led to surprises: an 
unexpectedl) deep beam, a column in an 
unusual place. The beams required the 
architects to lower the ceiling ot the front 
lobby; that in turn required creative 
detailing where the ceiling met the front 
window walls, whose top matched the 
designed ceiling. I Isewhen . .i . olumu 
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Devolopen hovt diifuned turning the former 

Spedrum 1 healer nelil the GolleiM into lef l j . 

ended up in the middle of a classroom. In 

another location, rods bracing the root 

cut through one of two skylights in a 

hallway. Since the function of the bracing 

was unclear, it could not be removed. 

ArcTec simply added matching rods 

through the other skylight. 

Such changes arc typical for reuse 

projects. Out of the $4 million budgeted 

for HCCS's West Loop (enter, $1 million 

was spent on unexpected costs. In some 

areas, mechanical components shown on 

the drawings for the original building and 

designed into the renovation had been 

ripped out. Other areas had not been 

built to code. "When we started demoli­

tion we found some real monsters behind 

the walls." Lynn Scaly says. "Because |the 

original buildingl went up fast and cheap, 

we inherited whatever corners were cut." 

Dealing with such problems, Sealy 

says, requires constant adaptation, not 

only by the client and the architect, but 

also by the contractor. The architect's 

role, says designer Arturo Chavez, is dif­

ferent on a reuse project, "Our documents 

turn into an intent r.lthcl than the detail­

ing you have in a green field project," he 

notes. On the West Loop Center, Page 

Southerland Page had an architect on site 

almost every day of construction, rather 

than the weekly visit typical ol new build 

nigs, to deal with issues as they came up. 

The Medical Center's Nabisco plant pro­

ject resembles "big box" conversions in 

its size — 660,000 square feet — and in 

iiv generous flooi p in ts (almost all ol 

that space is on two floors). It is differ­

ent, though, in that the building's history 

and quality have led to a desire to keep it 

intact as much as possible. "We'd much 

rather figure out how to put something 

into the building than tear out something 

that's there," architect Bill Neuhaus says. 

"We save as much as we can, and where 

we have to make an intervention, \ u try 

to make a clean intervention." This has 

led to some unusual designs. To avoid 

cutting up the ground floor slab and its 

wooden flooring, pipes and utilities wil l 

he hung from the second floor and routed 

through extra-thick walls. For the same 

reason, the restrooms will most likely be 

on the second floor. All the skylights wil l 

remain, and some that were covered ovei 

by Nabisco will be uncovered. Old rail­

road cars will be rolled into a covered 

rail siding inside the building to serw as 

conference facilities. 

While there wil l be some laboratory 

space in the flour mixing area and a 

training center in the old loading docks, 

most of the building will be offices. These 

wil l be leased to half a dozen different 

tenants. Ordinarily, this would mean 

dividing up the building with floor-to-
ceiling demising walls. However, that 

would break up the long, two-story space 

at the building's center into individual 

units, eliminating one of the structure's 

best features. Because the building has 

been continuously occupied, though, the 

architects were able to reach an agree­

ment with the city by which the new use 

would not be considered a change of 

occupancy by the building code. Ihns, 

demising walls wil l nor be required. 

Having multiple tenants in one space 

is unusual. While the tenants are all 

members of the Texas Medical Center, 

they are also distinct and sometimes 

competing institution', that will he sepa­

rated only by walls that, while they go 

above head level, wi l l not reach the ceil­

ing. Neuhaus says he was initially wor­

ried that sharing the facility and having 

offices in a former factory would scare 

off tenants. I lowever, the response has 

been positive. " I thought it would be a 

selling job, but people are walking in, 

seeing the natural light, and being blown 

away," he says. 

The building will be organized around 

a grid of indoor pedestrian "streets" that 

separate tenant spaces and lead to fire 

exits. The main street, 1,200 feet long 

and 20 feet wide with lamp posts and 

trees, wi l l lead to bus stops at either end 

of the building. Kmployecs will be able to 

arrive on Metro or travel to and from 

other T M C facilities and parking lots via 

shuttle buses. Pods containing restrooms, 

mechanical equipment, stairs, and eleva­

tors will be spaced out along the hall­

ways. "Cross streets" at each pod wil l 

lead to building entrances. Visitors wil l 

enter on the second floor, where they wil l 

be able to look over the office spaces 

before descending into them. "We want 

to take them to the cleaner, more open 

area first," Neuhaus says. On the exteri­

or, new stair towers will mark the en­

trances. Their form and materials have 

not been determined, but Neuhaus hopes 

to make them visually distinct: "When 

you approach the building, you have to 

know something has happened to i t ." 

The planning process has been kept 

deliberately flexible to allow changes as 

tenants join the project. Space allocation 

has shitted and main design features 

have remained undefined, though the 

project is getting increasingly tied down 

as time goes by. The first tenant, the 

Veterans Administration Medical (. enter, 

has moved in. Its offices are located in 

one comet of the building to maximize 

planning flexibility. As other tenants sign 

leases, they will hire their own architects 

to do build-out, though Neuhaus will 

retain overall control as the executive 

architect. This process, he says, sometimes 

seems more like urban planning than 

architecture. "This is a whole lot more like 

how a city develops than I ever thought it 

would be," he says. There has even been 

talk of having some sort of internal zoning 

to govern tenant build-out. 

Most likely, there will be a lot of prag­

matic reuse in Houston's future. Massive 

retail construction and the move of light 

industry into the suburbs have left many 

vacant spaces in structurally sound build­

ings. \s more clients and architects learn 

to see the possibilities and become more 

comfortable dealing with those spaces. 

they can find new uses. The economics 

support that, Keen Bnarmeadow, which 

required considerable modification and 

was built to high standards, came in at 

$15 to S20 less per square foot than a 

typical 1 USD school. 

The reuse trend may also have wider 

effects. The creative thinking required to 

convert a building, and the solutions that 

come from it, can find their way into new 

architecture. Bill Neuhaus s.ns that the 

early trend towards adaptive reuse of his­

toric buildings in the |S>f,0s and ll>""0s 

changed the direction of architecture. "I 

think it was reuse that lead to post-mod­

ernism," he says. "The buildings talk 

back to the architect." Such concepts as 

the "street gr id , " developed in reusing of 

the horizontal floor plates of "big box" 

spaces, may find their way into new 

buildings. On a local level, companies can 

learn from their own experiences with 

reuse. Hewitt Associates is now building 

some of the flexibility of its converted K-

Mart into a purpose-built corporate cam­

pus. Similarly, a policy of letting employ­

ees decorate their own spaces, developed 

to brighten up the windowless big box, is 
now spreading through the company. 

Perhaps the best implication of reuse 

is its effect on the city. It is an old law 

of real estate that vacant buildings drag 

down neighborhoods. Adaptive reuse, 

whether of historic buildings or more 

prosaic recent ones, offers the possibility 

of putting life in those buildings again. 

"Tact is, there are a lot of buildings that 

are reusable, Gensler's Dean Si mm hum 

says. "The easy thing to do wi th a 

building is to knock it down. The chal­

lenge is to look at a building and see 

what it can be." • 
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With its new master plan, 

the Houston Public Library 

has outlined an ambitious future. 

But is the city willing to pay for it? 

BY M I T C H E L L J. S H I E L D S 
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The Jesse H. Jones Building, designed by S.I. Morris Associates ond opened hi 1976, has served as the Houston Pubrk Library's tentrai 

branch (or a quarter of a century. But it may no longer be up la the job. 

THE TASK SEEMED STRAIGHTFORWARD enough: 

determine a way that the Jesse H. Jones 

Building, the central core of the Houston 

Public Library System, could continue 

to serve the city for a few more decades. 

So in nnd-1999, a group of library of f i ­

cials, architects, and library consultants 

met in the 25-year-old Jones Building to 

consider their options, l o r five intense 

days they debated a scries <>l possibili­

ties, all designed to solve the same prob­

lem — space. 

Opened in 1976, the Jones Building 

had simply not kept pace with the com­

munity around it. Too, it had the bad 

luck of being built just prior to the 

computer and technology boom of the 

1980s and 1990s. Not only was there 

nor enough room for the number of 

people who wanted to use the library, 

there also wasn't enough room for the 

wir ing and other services needed to 

accommodate computer terminals and 

allow for easy access to the internet. 

So whar was the solution? The experts 

began with an apparently obvious answer: 

Add tun floors to the building, increasing 

its size by 70,000 square feet. But it was 

quickly discovered that wouldn't work. 

The Jones Building had not been designed 

for vertical expansion, and to reinforce its 

structure to support two additional floors 

would be prohibitively expensive. 

So then thoughts moved to expand­

ing the budding horizontally, letting it 

grow out into the plaza between it and 

the Julia Ideson Building. But that, too, 

proved problematic. Some were con­

cerned about losing the public space that 

the pla/.a represented, but more practi­

cally, the plaza covers two below-grade 

levels of the library that house the Chil­

dren's Room, technical Services, and 

public parking. Building on the plaza 

would entail tearing through those struc­

tures to create a new foundation. Again, 

the expense would be immense, and the 

space gained only some 45,00(1 square 

feet, barely half of what was needed. 

Another alternative was to build a 

15,000 square tool "book box" that 

would he attached to the Lamar Street 

side of the Ideson Building. Then the 

books being stored on the Jones' Build­

ing's fifth floor could be moved there, 

and that floor opened up tor public use. 

But again, the cost measured .ig.imsi 

what would be gained made the idea 

less than appealing. And when the nega­

tive impact such a book box would 

have on the Ideson Building, which 

would lose much of its surrounding 

green space and be blocked from public 

view on its south side, was factored in, 

it was clear this was not a solution any­

one would care to live wi th . 

Was there any other space to expand 

horizontally? Unfortunately, no. The 

Jones Building was hemmed in on all 

sides h\ Sam I li I I IMOII I'll k, I in 11,1. 

and privately owned commercial prop­

erty. So why not simply tear the Jones 

Building down and start all over again 

on the same site? The difficulty with 

that idea was that it would require that 

the central library be relocated to a tem­

porary site for three to five years while 

construction was underway. At the same 

time, to meet city parking requirements, 

the replacement library would have to 

have at least four levels of below-

ground parking, an expensive proposi­

t ion. And then there was the problem of 

lt>-.mg thi |imes Building, which despite 

its varous problems is considered by 

many a handsome work of civic archi­

tecture. Designed by S.I. Morr is Asso­

ciates, it has been praised for its striking 

prismatic design. Even it it had been 

outgrow n as a central library, the argu 

menl went, the Jones Building still 

retained value tor other purposes. 

And that left only one option — a 

brand new central library building in a 

new location, a building that could be 

constructed not only to meet current 

needs, but also with expansion in mind, 

a building that could be designed to re­

spond to rhe demands of a new century. 

At the end of the five day gathering, as 

they packed up their pads and pens, the 

library officials, architects, and experts 

knew that starting fresh was the best 

way to give Houston the sort of central 

library it needed. The only question 

was, would the city agree? 

It has been nearly two wars since the 

meeting to debate the fate of the Jones 

Building was held, and in that time the 

administrators of the Houston Public 

Library have talked little about the need 

for a new central library building. It's not 

that there's been any attempt to keep the 

discussion secret; to the contrary, library 

officials are happy to list all the advan­

tages a new central library would bring. 

Bur the public hasn't exactly been clam­

oring for that information. Instead, ttie 

public has seemed much more interested 

in the future of its local branches. 

A discussion of that future, along 

with the call for a new central library, 

was part of Library 2010, a master plan 

for the Houston library system that was 

released in its initial form in early 2000, 

and has since slowly wended its way 

through presentations to local officials 

and the public review process. The pri­

mary purpose of the master plan was to 

address what had been a long period of 

neglect. As the plan notes, though the 

library system prospered in rhe 1970s, 

in the t^SOs it suffered severe budget 

reductions, so much so tliat tor close to 

rwo decades the system was in what was 

essentially a holding pattern. By the 

time the master plan was developed, the 

library system was viewed as both over­

burdened and underequipped. \\ hen 

compared against library systems in 

other major cities, it fared poorly. Where 

the national average tor rhe total size of 

neighborhood branch libraries was .24 

gross square feet per capita (CiShVcapita), 

in Houston it was .IK (iSF/capita. The 

national average tor central library com-

conthnted mi page 14 
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Checking Out 
The Branches 

BY MARGARET CULBERTSON 

The Houston Public Library's 34 freestanding branches are 

as diverse as the neighborhoods they serve. They repre­

sent the work of 30 architects, the styles of six decades, 

and Ihe philosophies of four library directors. Several ore 

worthy of note far their design, while others are more 

pleasant or serviceable than exciting. 

Even during its earliest years, the Houston Public 

Libraiy made efforts to extend its services into the city's 

neighborhoods. When funds were barely sufficient for a 

central library, the library's then-director, Julia Idesan, still 

organized numerous outreach projects. From 1908 to 

1921 the library placed book deposit collections in schools, 

churches, businesses, and clubs. 

In addition, from 1910 to 1912, the Library operated 

a separate branch for African-Americans in rented quarters 

while lunds were raised for o permanent building. That 

temporary branch was replaced in 1913 by a building 

designed in a classical revival style by prominent African-

American architect William Sidney Pittmon. The bronch 

stood at the corner of Frederick and Rabin Streets until 

1962, when it was demolished. The existence of that 

branch, only a few blocks from the central library, os well 

as its official name, the Colored Carnegie Library, reflected 

the times. 

A major turning point for the library came in 1921 

with the approval of a library lax that provided the funds 

needed lo operate a network of branches. Money was still 

needed for construction, however, and while thai was 

being sought the librory built two identical temporary 

buildings for the Heights and the area north of Buffalo 

Bayou known as ihe North Side. Designed by city architect 

W. A. Dowdy and completed in ihe fall of 1921, these bun­

galow-style branches mulched ihe appearance of much of 

the housing in their neighborhoods, but could not hold 

many people or books within their 28-foot by 40-foot 

spaces. In 1922, when the city passed a band issue ta build 

o much needed new central library, the sale of the original 

downtown library's site funded construction of two perma­

nent branches to replace these temporary buildings. 

The permanent North Side bronch — named the 

Carnegie Branch in recognition of the Carnegie grant 

that had funded construction ol Ihe original downtown 

continued on pogt 24 

I 
Branch, 1302 Heights Boulevard, |.M. 

r, 1926; renovation, Ray Bailey Architects 
Looscan Branch, 2510 Willowick 
Harvin C. Moore, 1956. 

Oak Forest Branch, 1349 West 43rd Street, 
Goleman & Rolfe, 1961. 

Kendall Branch, 14330 Memorial Drive, 
Alexander, Walton & Hatteberg, 1968. 

Moody Branch, 9525 Irvington, Chan Knostman Bracewetl Branch, 10115 Klecklev. Neuhaus & 
& Webster, 1969. Taylor, 1969, 

Mekher Branch, 7200 Keller, W. Norris Moseley, Pleasantville Branch, 1520 Gellhorn, W. Norris Smith Branch, 3624 Scott Street, lohn S. 
1974- Moseley. 1974. Chase, 1974; renovation. TJegler Cooper, 2001. 

••»• v * k 

Frank Branch, 6440 West Bellfort, Barry Moore, Carnegie Branch, 1050 Quitman, Ray Bailey 
1982. Architects. 1982. 

Floras Branch, 110 North Milbv, Molina & 
Associates. 1982. 

Freed-Montrose Branch, 4100 Montrose, con­
version of William Ward Watkin's 1941 Central 
Church of Christ, Ray Bailey Architects, 1988. 

Clayton Library Center for Genealogical Robinson-Westchase Branch, 3223 Wilcrest, 
Research, 5300 Caroline, conversion of Birdsall white Budd Van Ness Partnership, 1991. 
Briscoe's 1917 William L Clayton House, 1966; 
renovation and addition of new building, 
Brooks Associates, 1988. 
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Meyer Branch, 5005 West Bellfort, 
Charles S. Chan, 1962. 

Lakewood Branch, 8815 Feland Street, Joseph Ring Branch, 8835 Long Point, Hamilton 
Krakower, 1963. Brown, 1964. 

JKZS' -JBI^^TH HQ 

Walter Branch, 7660 Clarewood, Harvin C. 
Moore, 1965 (presently under renovation). 

* S 

Vinson Branch, 3100 West Fuqua, Clovis 
Heimsath Associates, 1969 

Hillendahl Branch, 2436 Gessner Road, Pitts, 
Phelps & White, 1971. 

McCrane-Kashmere Gardens Branch, $411 
Pardee Street, Don J, Tomasco & Associates, 
1971. 

Dixon Branch, 8002 Hirsch, A.A. loffrion of 
Stran Steel Corporation, 1972. 

^ft I ' • I ** 
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lungman Branch, 5830 Westheimer, W. Irving 
Phillips |r. and Robert W. Peterson. 1975. 

Acres Homes Branch, 8s°i West Montgomerv, Tuttle Branch, 702 Kress, W. Norris Moseley, 
Haywood, Jordan, McCowan , 1976. 1978. 

Mancuso Branch, 6767 Bellfort, Charles Chan 
and Philip Chang, 1980. 

Collier Regional Branch, 6200 Pinemont, MRW 
Architects, 1985. 

Scenic Woods Regional Branch. 10677 
Homestead Road, lames. L. Marshall 
Associates, 1986 

Henington-Alief Branch, 7979 South Kirkwood, 
White Budd Van Ness Partnership, 1985; addi­
tion, Lo & Associates, 1995. 

Stanaker Branch, 611 S. Sgt. Macario Garcia, 
Molina 8 Associates, 1986. 

•II s 
Park Place Branch, St^s Park Place. Farrell, 
Sumdin + Partners, Architects, 1995. 

Johnson Branch, 3517 Reed Road. 
Ferro-Saylors, Inc., 1996. 

Stimley-Blue Ridge Branch, 7007 West Fuqua, 
Stoa International, 1999. 
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library — opened in November 1925. W, A. Dowdy 

designed the branch in a style derived from Monlicello, 

using red brick and featuring a while neoclassical portico. 

The building was demolished in 1982 when the current 

Carnegie Branch opened. 

The Heights Branch opened in March 1926 and has 

survived to the present day wilh a thoughtful renoval io*v£y k 

and expansion by Ray Bailey Architects in 1979, The origi­

nal Heights Branch was designed by J .to Glover, who cre­

ated o building constructed of hollow tile and stucco with 

cast stone Italian Renaissance detoils. The arched entrance 

clearly indicotes Ihe significance of the building's purpose, 

and the generous proportions af the interior spaces are in 

keeping wilh Ihe scale of the entrance. However, the build­

ing remains welcoming, perhaps because of a recessed 

door within the projecting entrance that presents an open 

archway to the public. 

When Pork Place was incorporated into Houston in 

1928, the Houston Public Library assumed responsibility 

for its brooch library, which was then in a rented building. 

Money for new construction was hard to obtain during the 

Depression, but representatives of community organiza 

lions seeking to build a more permanent home for the 

branch successfully applied for a Federal Public Works 

Administration grant in 1938 that was matched by contri­

butions from individuals, the City of Houston, and the 

Houston Public Library. Designed by Houston architects 

Ainsworth and Irvine, the new branch represented the 

restrained simplicity ol much Hew Deal architecture. 

However, as in the Heights Branch, a projecting arched 

entranceway communicated both the significance of the 

building's purpose and an invitation lo the public to enter. 

One final pre-World War II branch opened in 

February 1941 on Washington Avenue at Roy Street. 

Homed the West End Branch, it was an early example of 

adaptive reuse. Louis A. Glover designed the renovation of 

a one-story structure that had been the Woter Works 

Building for Camp Logan during World Wot I. 

When construction of new branches become feasible 

again after World War II, the library began by planning or 

updating branches in well-established neighborhoods that 

demonstraled strong interest ond support. Central Park 

Branch on 69th Street ol Canal opened in 1950, the 

Heights Branch was enlarged in 1951, ond the Park Place 

Branch was enlarged in 1953. Also in 1953, then-library 

director Harriet Dickson Reynolds, along with the city plan­

ning department, produced a study discussing the library 

system's growth. Planning documents and studies contin­

ued to be produced over the years os the librory grappled 

wilh the issues involved in providing service lo a constantly 

growing city. Politics, as well os the studies, contributed to 

the decisions about where and when branches would be 

built. Four branches were built in the 1950s, 11 in the 

1960s, nine in the 1980s, and four in the 1990s. 

Several interesting branches date from the period 

when David Henington, who was library director from 

1967 to 1994, heoded the library system. It was a lime af 

significant growth, with 25 new branches and branch addi­

tions built. Henington demonstraled a particular inleresi in 

working wilh architects lo obtain good designs He remem­

bers having lo answer city officials who felt that all new 

branches should be designed alike, as if they were fast-

food franchises. Bui, he says, the people running the 

library "wanted distinctive buildings that could become 

focal points for their communities.'' When Henington hired 

Len Radoff as his chief of branches in 1971, a well-bal­

anced team for encouraging inventive designs, while still 

ensuring functional librnries, was farmed. 

The Vinson Branch in 1969 was one of the first to 

be huill under Henington's direction, and it clearly pre­

sented a different approach to branch design for the city. 

Designed by Clovis Heimsolh, ihe Vinson Branch features a 

curving slreel facade wilh serpentine windows ond dramal 

ic spatial progression through a low entrance to a high 

central space lit by clerestory windows. Natural light pours 

into the interior from a number of different levels and 

directions. Unfortunately, ihe exterior did not wear well, 

and problems wilh leaking skylights led the library to limit 

their use in future branches, Still, the Vinson Branch made 

an impact; when it opened, the Houston Chronicle greeted 

its arrival with o story headlined, "A Library Doesn't Hove 

To Be Stodgy." 

Other highlights af the Henington years included the 

Jungman, Acres Homes, Carnegie, and Freed-Montrose 

branches. In the Jungman Branch, 1975, architects W. 

Irving Phillips Jr. and Robert W. Peterson created a visually 

arresting exterior to stand out in ihe branch's busy 

Westheimer setting. Architects Haywood, Jordan, McCowon 

Inc. designed a particularly strong interior for the Acres 

Homes Branch, 1976, where open timbers of light-colored 

wood support ihe high roof. A cooperative arrangement 

with the Houston Independent School District and Houston 

Community College enabled the library to make the new 

Carnegie Broach, 1982, an unusually large building. Ray 

Bailey Architects designed angled glass walls to face the 

two schools served by the branch; the side lacing a com­

mercial area was given a brightly colored stucco entrance 

wall. Ray Bailey Architects also designed the adaptive ren­

ovation of Ihe 1941 William Ward Walkin Cenlrol Church 

of Christ into the Freed-Monlrose Branch, 1988. Stained 

glass in the west rose window graces the upstairs reading 

room wilh its colors, but clear glass in the other windows 

and in the original openings for the wesi doors provide 

views of the library's collections and users to those outside, 

visually confirming the building's new identity. 

The Johnson Broach, 1996, is one of Ihe most inter­

esting buill under the leadership of current library director 

Barbara Gubbin, who succeeded David Henington in 1994, 

The building manages lo look both monumental and invit­

ing. Ferro-Saylors Inc. designed a large-scale building in 

which exterior color is a major design element. A green 

metal roof crowns walls of standard buff bricks interrupted 

by square ceramic tiles of red and orange. The colored tiles 

animate the facade and highlight the building's windows 

and corners. The high, vaulted space of the entrance con­

tinues through the length of the building to the far wall, 

where artist John Biggers spectacular mural 'The Birth of 

the Seo" is dramatically placed. 

Since the library under Barbara Gubbin's leadership 

has not succumbed lo ihe cookie-cutter approach lo 

branch design, there is hope that os ihe system conlinues 

lo expand, it can do so in buildings thai will visually 

please their users and contribute lo ihe appearance of 

their neighborhoods. • 

continued from page 21 

plexes was .30 GSF/capita; in I louston, 

it was .20 GSF/capita. Rating resources, 

funding, staffing, and facilities, the Hou­

ston Public Library System ranked in the 

lower fourth of public library systems 

serving cities of similar size. 

Obviously, more was needed than 

just a new central library. "We wanted 

to determine what the services should 

be, the staffing, the resources," Barbara 

Ciubbin, director of the Houston Public 

l i b ra ry System, says of the research chat 

ted to Library 2010. "And what became 

very obvious was that once you look at 

services, you realize the services are 

delivered from buildings. So a big part 

of the question became, what should the 

buildings look like? And how many 

should there be?" 

The master plan's answer was thai the 

city needed to build three new neighbor­

hood branches and replace 14 existing 

branches with new facilities, all ranging 

in size from 22,000 gross square feet to 

iO.IHKI gross square ft et. I our existing 

branches were recommended for renova­

t ion. It was further suggested that to 

strengthen the library system's regional 

structure, five regional libraries of 

32,000 to 65,000 gross square feet be 

established, eithei In expanding or simpt) 

replacing the existing regional libraries. 

The result would be more than a dou­

bling of the si/e of the neighborhood 

branches, at a cost of nearly $154 mil­

l ion. Added to that was the proposed 

m:w central library, a 400,000 gross 

square feet structure (the Jones Building, 

in contrast, is 244,000 gross square feet) 

i liai would >.'>M in ill;- neighborhood • >\ 

SI.17 mil l ion. 

It was, Ciubbin admits, an ambitious 

plan. Hut it was also one that, as the mas­

ter plan was presented at public meetings 

in early 2001, generated considerable 

support. "We found that people were 

very, very committed to their neighbor­

hood branches," says Ciubbin. "We had 

recommended that some branches he 

closed and consolidated, and there was a 

lot of objection to that. But when we 

asked if people would be wil l ing to pay 

more for larger branches and better ser­

vice at their branches, they almost always 

said yes." 

When it came to rhe central library, 

though, it was a different story. "We 

very clearly got the message that some 

people thought that not much needed to 

be done downtown," Gubbin notes. 

"And even among those who felt the 

downtown central library needed work. 

they wanted attention paid to their 

neighborhood branch first. That's one 

of the challenges wi th a central library 

— it's everybody's library, but it's 

nobody's library at the same time. It 

could be that, five years from now, as 

more and more people move downtown, 

that wi l l change. Within five years we 

anticipate 40,000 people living wi th in 

two miles of the central library, and 

when that happens, attitudes may be 

different. But for now, we've been told 

to pay attention to the neighborhood 

branches first, and then come talk about 

the central l ibrary." 

Over the years, Houston has had three 

central libraries. The first, built with a 

gift ol 550,000 obtained from Andrew 

Carnegie, was erected in 1904 on Mam 

Street, (..'ailed the Houston Lyceum and 

Carnegie Library, the building, as de­

scribed in Lyceum to Landmark: The 

Julia Ideson Building of the Houston 

Public Library was a "miniature temple 

decked with neoclassical porticoes and a 

central dome." It soon proved too small 

for a growing city, however, and in 1926 

was replaced by the Julia Ideson Building. 

designed by Cram & kcrguson, Will iam 

Ward Warkin, and Louis A. Glover. In an 

echo of what would be decided nearly 75 

years later during the gathering at the 

Jones Building, the Ideson Building was 

not built as an extension of, or an on-site 

replacement tor, the then existing central 

library. Expansion of the Houston I >-

ccum and Carnegie Library was pre­

vented by a nearby church and escalating 

land values along Main, and so the Ide­

son Building was located instead on 

McKinney Avenue, then a relatively unde­

veloped parr of downtown. The Ideson 

Building served as the city's central 

library for 50 years, before being sup­

planted in 1976 by the Jones Building. 

Il i. i i tin.- |oncs Building should have 

outlived lis usefulness in barely hall the 

time of its predecessor is less a testimony 

to any problems with its design — 

though some who have worked there 

complain that by having the service core 

rise through the middle, effectively break­

ing each floor into four separate wings, 

the flow of both patrons and staff has 

been made problematic — than it is to 

the explosive growth ol 1 louston since 

the mid-'7(k, as well as the dramatic 

changes in recent years concerning what 

libraries are expected to be. 

"People don't view libraries the way 
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Rem Koolhoai' design (or a central library in Searlle has 

i r r o i r d o stir in l ibraiy ( ink 's, and oilers suggestions loi 

new ways la look at what a library should be. 

they once did," says Gubbin. "Yes, 
there are those who still see libraries as 
book depositories, as simply quiet 
places to sit and read, but there are 
others who see a library as much more 
of a community center, a media center, 
and who aren't into being shushed. So 
we have to figure out how to deal with 
both types, to provide a place for quiet 
study, but to have places for more 
robust activities as well." 

The last decade has seen a number 
of cities replace their aging central li­
braries. Chicago recently opened a new 
central library, as have Denver and 
Phoenix. Nashville will unveil a new 
central facility later this year, while 
Minneapolis has passed a bond issue 
for a library and discussion is under­
way about building something new in 
Kansas City. 

In many cases, the new libraries have 
simply been bigger versions of their pre­
decessors, with the printed word domi­
nating. But some communities are wrestl­
ing with the evolving notion of what a 
library should be. One of the most not­
able is Seattle, whose new central li­
brary is being designed by Rem Kool­
haas. ( (imposed of five discrete volumes 
perched one on top of another, Koolhaas' 
library contains a square spiral of books 
that creates a continuous flow that starts 
at the beginning ot the Dewey Decimal 
system and continues uninterrupted to 
the system's end. Bur more crucially, 
Koolhaas has envisioned his library as 
something mote than a repository of rhe 
written word. A modern library, Kool­
haas insists, "must transform itself into 
an information storehouse aggressively 
orchestrating the coexistence of all avail­
able technologies." 

In theory, at least, Houston library 
director Gubbin tends to agree with 
Koolhaas. Any new central library that 
might be built in Houston, she says, not 
only has to be able to cope with a vari­
ety of media, from books to videotapes 
to CDs and DVDs and whatever else 
might follow, it must also be flexible 
enough to accommodate both existing 
and emerging computer technology. 
Equally important, it has to balance 
between being a research facility and a 
public amenity. 

"Inevitably, the Starbucks issue 
comes up," says Gubbin. "We are actu­
ally saying, radical thought, why not let 
people drink coffee in the stacks? Why 
not have a coffee shop, or a cafe, in the 
library? Win nut a large auditorium 

where we could partner with a theater 
group, letting them use it lor perfor­
mances while we use it for lectures and 
other public gatherings? Or for that mat­
ter, why not a copy shop instead of scat­
tered copy machines? The library, we've 
come to realize, is a public space with a 
variety of public uses, and to attract peo­
ple we have to determine the best way to 
accommodate those uses." 

But that, of course, presupposes 
that a new central library will be built, 
something Gubbin acknowledges is very 
far from certain. Indeed, in the latest 
bond issue proposed to be placed before 
the public in November as part of a 
five-year capital improvement plan, the 
library system is allocated only $56 mil­
lion — enough tor some continued ren­
ovation of branch libraries, perhaps, 
but hardly enough for any substantial 
new construction. 

If a new central library is to be 
built, it may well require a special bond 
issue, and to build public support for 
such an initiative rhe first wave of 
improvements would likely haw to be 
out in the neighborhoods, not down­
town. But eventually, Gubbin hopes, 
people will realize that a library system 
can't survive without something strong 
at its core, and that something is no 
longer the Jesse H. Jones Building. 
Though plans are being developed to 
renovate the Jones Building's interior — 
a renovation that would not only deal 
with problems that have de\ eloped dur­
ing years of deferred maintenance, but 
also radically reshape the way services 
are provided by making the first floor 
into the equivalent of a neighborhood 
branch for downtown — that is at best, 
Gubbin notes, a stopgap measure. 

"It's possible for the library to go on 
uloing the piecemeal renovation it has 
been doing," Gubbin says, "but I don't 
think the city deserves that. Because once 
it's done, even after we've spent a lot ot 
money, we'll still have inadequate facili­
ties. What I've heard in the meetings 
we've held is that people don't want that. 
They want something revolutionary." 

Revolutions, though, don't always 
come easily, and they rarely come cheap­
ly. So in the end the question remains, 
how much docs the city think its library 
system is worth? And how much arc 
they willing to pay for it? • 

Main Chance 

Though no decision has been yet mode on when — ot, lot 

that maltet, il — a new central libtaty might replace the 

Jesse H. lone; building, it's still not too early to begin think­

ing nbaut where such a library might best he placed. Same 

might otgue fot a location neoi the curtent site, close to, ii 

no longer quite in the hemt of, the civic centet downtown. 

But as Jane Jacobs has noted, lumping civic institutions 

togelbet in mock-imperial arrays undermines then potential 

to enliven multiple pnrts ol the city. Better, she advised, to 

station these components independently, like "vitol chess­

men." at judiciously chosen sites. 

In The Death and Life of&eot American Cities, Jocobs 

points to the New York Public library — oiiginolly deposited 

as a stand-alone civic ornament ot Fifth Avenue and 41 st 

Street — ns nn exemplar af hei ideal of "the mingled city." 

Such a mingling is possible in Houston as well, lust as 

Houston's civic center spun off the business of its sile-bound 

Albert Thomas convention latility in lavor ol the Geoige R. 

Brown Hall an the east side ol downtown, perhaps the main 

branch ol ihe Houston Public Libraiy might be relocoted to 

similni advontage. In replacing the current central libioiy, the 

city could do worse than to shop for on oddress on Main 

Stieet somewhere between downtown and the museum dis-

tiict. As it happens, Ihe city alieody owns two blocks on the 

west side of Main just north ol Hoimon; Hie library's collec­

tions might well find o hospitable venue there, near the main 

bianch ol Houston Community College, capitalizing on not 

jus) the land the city currently owns, but also the availability 

of several more uadeveloped blocks aearby (to grow on). 

Aside from Metro's recently begun light tail line, which is to 

include a Holman Street station, the site is easily accessible 

fiom the freeway system via Spur 527 aad Travis Slreet. 

The developmeal of a public library in collateral support 

of nearby educational activities has a precedent jus! north ol 

downtown, whete the library's Carnegie Biaach is used nol 

only as the neighborhood branch lor 

the Near North Side, but also os the 

A l i b r a r y c a n h e l p m o r e t h a n j u s t m i n d s t o g r o w pr;mary nbrorv for Davis High 

School aad Marshall Middle School. 

A aew central library on Main Stteet at Hoimon would lelale 

not only to HCC's Main Street academic building, but to the 

other buildings ol the HCC central campus, clustered seveiol 

blocks east in Ihe some latitude of Midtown, os well. Apart 

from its prospective town-gown synergy, a ceatrol libraiy ot 

Main and Holman would also advance the efforts ol the Main 

Street Coalition to restore Moin Streel lo its once prime posi­

tion in the life of Ihe city. 

For the library lo reach its full potential, however, o con­

genial location is not enough. The architecture needs to be a 

persuasive advertisement lor what lies within, hospitable to the 

library's surroundings and indicative ol its importance to ihe 

cultural life of the community. The building should also accom­

modate a taage ol activities conducive to institutional vitality 

ond the enjoyment of its pahons, blending some of the ele­

ments of an othenaeum — lecture hols, dining and club 

rooms — with the customary features ol o public library. 

To maximize the potential of a Main Street site, a new 

Houston central library might provide lot shops and cafes at 

ground level, as does Gunnor Asplund's Stockholm Public 

Ubiory. It could build partnerships with, and provide generous 

accommodations for, organizations such as Wiiters in the 

Schools, Inprint, and Nuestio Palabio. 

Viacent Scully has observed without exaggeration thot "o 

fiee public library... is by fai the most Important monument a 

city can build to itself ond its people." As such, the new central 

libiary should be accorded the same level of architectural lalenl 

eagaged foi the city's museums, which since the mid-1980s 

have included buildings by three Pritzkei Prize winneis — 

Rafael Moneo, Renzo Piano, aad Robert Venturi, Ihe last ol 

whom lomously pronounced the American "Main Street almost 

all right" as a setting lor public life. The right library in Ihe 

tight place could go a long way toward making Houston's 

Main Street moie than all right. • 

B Y D R E X E L T U R N E R 
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A bod lit? Some in ihe Sixth Word tomploin thai Ihe modern design by 

architects Chung and Cheung Nguyen for o house in ihe Sixth Word is 

inappropriate for a historic district. 

pAS7imperfect 
In the Sixth Ward, 

the question is raised — 

can modern design and 

historic preservation 

mix? 

B Y D A V I D T H E I S 

The Nguyens say thai in some elements of their 

design, such os their porch, Ihey drew on Sixth 

Ward antecedents. 
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This irio of houses 
itiowi ihe modest 
natu/e of muih of Ihe 
residential eithitei-
ture In Ihe Siilh 
Word. Stm Ihe 19th 
century il has been 
a working-class 
neighborhood, Slid 
the houses reflect 
that lad. 

beh ind are rare ly larger t h a n 6 0 0 t o 

1,200 square feet. 

The Six th W a r d remained essentially 

intact over the decades largely because it 

remained economica l ly modest , or at the 

very least, diverse. Hous ton 's wes tward 

g r o w t h pudd le - jumped the ne ighbo rhood , 

bypassing its most ly H ispanic (w i t h some 

Asian I residents, as we l l as the urban 

pioneers w h o began m o v i n g there in the 

1970s and 1980s, leav ing them happ i l y 

f o r g o t t e n . Hut as the d o w n t o w n b o o m 

continued, 50 by 100 square- foot lots 

reached values o f $ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 , sudden ly 

the Six th W a r d , l i ke i ts c o m p a n ­

ion wards , a t t rac t ive In townhouse d i 

velopers. N o longer are bui lders in the 

S ix th W a r d l ike ly t o be con ten t w i t h 

erec t ing s ing le- fami ly dwe l l i ngs tha t are 

c o m p a t i b l e in terms of massing w i t h the 

cottages a r o u n d t h e m . So the Six th 

he's re fe r r ing to h o w open his design is t o 

its ne ighbo rhood . The house has p lenty 

o f w i n d o w s , and a second f loor balcony 

that a f fords a w ide v iew of the nearby 

d o w n t o w n skyl ine. The house w i l l also 

be f ron ted by a garden that w i l l be o n 

p rominen t publ ic display. 

But the handmade signs in the yard of 

the house across the street also remind 

them o f "where they are." Emblazoned on 

the signs are messages such as " M C - = Had 

Design" and "Bui ld ings lake That One Arc 

Destroying Ou r Histor ic D is t r ic t . " 

W i n is this house garner ing so m u c h 

at tent ion? The sign-, no tw i t hs tand ing , it's 

not because it's poor ly conceived. Indeed, 

given the recent wave o f townhouse con ­

st ruc t i on , some of it rang ing f rom lack­

luster t o grotesque, t h roughou t the inner 

c i ty , how cou ld any one structure be sin­

gled ou t as par t icu la r ly ugly? 

thanks to the city's toothless 

Historic Preservation Ordinance, all of the city's his­

toric districts are more or less endangered. But none is 

more endangered than the Sixth Ward. 

IN A CITY SUCH AS HOUSTON, a c i ty that gener­

al ly has l i t t le use fo r the past , w h a t is 

the best way to preserve a n d m a i n t a i n a 

h is tor ic d is t r i c t? O r does the c o m b i n a ­

t ion of " h i s t o r i c d i s t r i c t " and H o u s t o n 

make fo r an a u t o m a t i c o x y m o r o n ? 

These quest ions have been asked 

lately, and heatedly, a b o u t the O l d 

Sixth W a r d , wh ich is bo th the ci ty 's most 

a rch i tec tu ra l l y in tact 19 th-century 

n e i g h b o r h o o d , and its mos t endangered 

h is tor ic d i s t r i c t . 

W h y endangered? W e l l , t o begin 

w i t h , t hanks to the c i ty 's tooth less 

H is to r i c Preservat ion O r d i n a n c e , \vhii_h 

permi ts d e m o l i t i o n o f a b u i l d i n g recom­

mended lo r h is to r i c des igna t ion af ter a 

90-day w a i t i n g p e r i o d , all o f the c i ty 's 

h is tor ic d is t r i c ts are more or less endan­

gered. But mine is m o r e endangered 

than the S i x th W a r d . T h a n k s t o a c o m ­

b ina t i on o f economics and geography , 

the Sixth Ward o f the I'Jth century — 

the oldest homes in the w a r d date back 

to the 1860s — was essential ly a w o r k ­

ing-class n e i g h b o r h o o d whose res idents, 

a su rp r i s ing ly d iverse lot in terms of 

race and re l i g i on , tended t o w o r k fo r 

the nearby ra i l roads . A n d w i t h a few 

notab le excep t ions , the houses they left 

W a r d is hav ing t o face the issue o ther 

par ts o f the c i ty have s t ruggled w i t h — 

h o w to m a i n t a i n h is to r ic ident i t y wh i l e 

b u i l d i n g fo r the fu tu re . 

Th i s economic pressure has come Late, 

S ix th W a r d was perhaps too close to 

d o w n t o w n to generate the k i n d of ongo­

ing interest that p lagued the Fou r th 

W a r d , w i t h its u l t imate ly fatal p r o x i m i t y 

to A l len Parkway, M o n t r o s e , and River 

Oaks . But the Sixth Ward 's locat ion on 

the nor thwestern edge o f d o w n t o w n has 

f in. i lK b rough t "Bu l ldozers at the G a t e , " 

as a Houston 1'rcss cover p roc la imed, and 

many o f the ne ighborhood 's residents are 

n o w .i I most l i teral ly up in arms. 

Just h o w m u c h hel l d o they raise? 

Ask the Nguyen bro thers , C h u n g and 

C h o u n g , whose archi tecture f i r m M C -

desiL;iml t in house erected .it I 90-1 I )e 

ca tu r Street. T h e house is p robab ly the 

most scrut in ized — and cr i t ic ized — p r i ­

vate home in recent I louxton history. O r 

ask M a m l o p e / and Chr is t ine H a r d e n , 

their c l ients, w h o have caught b o t h grief 

and encouragement abou t the look o l 

their new house. 

"A rch i tec tu re is about be ing aware of 

where you a r e , " says C h u n g , the publ ic 

face o f M C ' . W h e n Nguyen says th is. 

In fact , many o f the Six th W a r d resi­

dents w h o object to the M C 2 bu i l d ing 

don ' t do so because they t h i nk the design 

is in t r ins ica l ly f lawed. (Lee Krause, the 

sign-maker, however, is one w h o does. In 

a hear ing before the H o u s t o n Archeo-

logical and H is to r ic C o m m i s s i o n , he 

referred to i t as "h i deous . " ) Some p ro ­

testers come r ight o u t and cal l the a rch i ­

tecture " i n te res t i ng . " St i l l , they don ' t 

th ink its exuberance, massing, roo f struc­

tu re , and other i tems w o r k in the Sixth 

W a r d , w h i c h is an unusual ly low-key his­

tor ic d is t r ic t . N o captains o f industry 

bu i l t mansions here, no fu ture governors 

at tended D o w L lementary . It's not West­

m o r e l a n d Place, i n o the r w o r d s , n o r 

Ga lves ton 's l a s t End , The S i x t h W a r d 

does no t r e m i n d you of a bygone auc's 

g lor ies , bu t ra ther o f its neigh bur l iness 

and sense o f c o m m u n i t y . 

I t 's t ha t c o m m u n i t y tha t Lopez a n d 

H a r d e n hoped to be pa r t of . T h o u g h 

some o f the i r ne ighbors - to -be object to 

their house, the coup le insists they 

aren ' t deaf t o the desire f o r ne ighbor 

h o o d c o n t i n u i t y , or l o r p reserva t ion of 

the S ix th Ward 's h is to r i c character . 

Indeed, i t was precisely these charac ter ­

ist ics tha t a t t rac ted Lopez a n d H a r d e n 

to the area in the f i rs t p lace. 

Lopez and H a r d e n , and the brothers 

N g u y e n , a l l say they admi re and respect 

the Sixth W a r d , and feel exci ted and hon­

o red to be w o r k i n g and prepar ing to live 

there. Both the archi tects and the home 

owners say they are sensitive to the Sixth 

Ward's un ique fabr ic ; they ' re just add ing 

their o w n s t rand . 

C h u n g N g u y e n can p o i n t t o v i r t u a l l y 

every de ta i l o f his house and show h o w 

i t ref lects e lements o f the s u r r o u n d i n g 

bui ld ings. " T h i s is the most site sensi t ive" 

new cons t ruc t ion possible that doesn't 

s imply ape the convent ions o f 100 years 

ago, C h u n g says. He contends that 

despite his project 's size — three-stor ies, 

w i t h approx imate ly 3 ,000 square feet 

mi l ler t w o roots , one higher than the 

other — it is in effect "a cot tage raised 

on c o l u m n s , " and adds that the gable 

st ructure, w h i c h some have f ound con t ro ­

versial , is inspired by the roofs o f nearby 

houses. O ther elements, such as the f ish­

pond that w i l l catch ra in runo f f From the 

metal r oo t , are taken f r o m Texas mot i f s , 

in th is case the horse t rough . Lee Krause, 

the ne ighbor w h o pu t up the signs, may 

be chagr ined t o learn that the side of the 

house tha t faces h i m , w i t h its porch and 

down-s lan ted roo f , is in fact in tended as 

an echo o f his o w n porch and roof . 

Some, t hough not a l l , architects are 

enthusiast ic suppor ters of the M C ] 2 

design. When the N e i g h b o r h o o d Asso­

c ia t i on asked arch i tec tura l h is tor ian 

Stephen box to speak at the second pub­

lic hear ing on the house, they may have 

expected tha t , as a noted preservat ion is t , 

lie w o u l d dccr\ the cons t ruc t i on . In-.ii ad, 

I ox spoke favorab ly o f the pro jec t , 

though he does w ish " i t were [ w o stories 

instead of th ree . " A n d H a r r y Cende l . an 

architect w h o recently w o n a C o o d Br ick 

A w a r d f r o m the Greater I l ous ton Preser­

va t ion Al l iance for m o v i n g an 1885 Vic­

to r ian house to a vacant S ix th Ward lot 

just a b lock away f rom the M C - bu i l d ­

ing , may have some reservations about 

h o w closely the house abuts its nex t -door 

neighbor, but in general he th inks M C -

has "gone to great extremes to reflect on 

the n e i g h b o r h o o d . " 

Because cr i t i cs on b o t h sides o f the 

fence can look at the same b u i l d i n g and 

see ei ther beauty or beastl iness, a slogan 

used .is .in insult b\ one camp catl he 

taken as praise in another . Randy Pace, 

the ci ty 's preservat ion off icer, w h o urged 

d isapprova l o l t in design, has cal led the 

M C - design "a 21s t -century house in a 

19th-century n e i g h b o r h o o d . " C h u n g 
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On Sabine Stieel, David and Benny Ansel) mixed the old and the new by preserving their house') historic exterior, above, while insetting a modern inferior, right. 

«S 
Nguyen doesn't disagree with this assess­

ment. " I t is a 21st-century house," he 

says, "hut it's rooted in neighborhood, 

Houston, and Texas tradit ions." 

Considering how fierce the passions run 

on buth sides, it's surprising to see how 

much the camps for and against M C * 

agree on. Neither group would want to 

tear down an historic structure — the 

M C - house is being built on what was a 

vacant lot — and both agree that the 

way a house relates to the street, and 

therefore to its community, is of utmost 

importance. 

hut on one crucial issue they do dis­

agree: How discreetly should new con­

struction present itself to the passerby? 

t ine alternative to the M C - approach is 

offered by | .D. Barrel 1, the Historic-

Conservation Officer of the Old Sixth 

Ward Neighborhood Association. His 

and his friend Charles Stava's restora­

tion ot the Kubn house on Kane has 

gone beyond mere " lov ing." The house 

is something of a shrine to its original 

inhabitants, whose portrait greets visi­

tors at the door. Bartell and Stava are 

currently working to return the home to 

something even closer to its original state 

than they've already achieved. Bartell is 

an extraordinarily well-informed amateur 

preservationist — Harry C.iendel says 

Bartell can "look at a piece of wood and 

tell you if it came from Montalbano's and 

when." Ciendel adds that " | . D . is trying 

to come up with a philosophy of compat­

ibility based on massing, materials, set 

backs, and scale." 

Bartell's assessment of the M C 2 

hotise is that while it lias its stand-alone 

merits, the structure doesn't pass his 

simple test for new construction com­

patibil ity in a historic district. "Arch i ­

tectural excellence is not the issue," he 

says. "Preserving the historic communi­

ty is. New houses should fade into the 

background." 

That is exactly what the M C - house 

does not do. And its straightforwardness 

forces the question of whether a new 

hotise in an historic district should be 

entitled to comment on its venerable 

neighbors, or instead step back discreetly 

and wait its turn to speak. Or more to 

the point: should it be forced, via a 

strengthening of the city's historic preser­

vation ordinance, to keep a low profile? 

Many who care about the quality of 

urban life in Houston argue that the city 

needs a much stronger Historic Preser­

vation Ordinance, one in which "no 

means no." That is, if a design is not 

approved by the Houston Archaeological 

and Historical Commission, it simply 

won't be built, just as it wouldn't be built 

in the King William's neighborhood in 

San Antonio, or in the Vieux Carre of 

New Orleans, or in virtually any other 

designated historic district in the country. 

The neighborhood activists clamoring for 

a stronger Historic Preservation Ordi­

nance say they only want "national stan­

dards" for historic districts, as deter­

mined by the U.S. Department of the 

Interior, ro be applied to I louston. 

Ron Rrnrich, a Dallas-based preser­

vation consultant who also sits on the 

Dallas Landmarks Commission, says that 

the national standards don't call for sim­

ple replication of existing designs — and 

in fact, replication does not meet national 

standards — but they do insist that new 

construction nor be jarringly contempo­

rary. Dallas, of course, has a strong pre­

servation ordinance, "the strongest in the 

Mate," in I nincli's estimation, and he 

says that new neighborhoods are continu­

ally petitioning the city for historic desig­

nation. In Dallas, historic preservation has 

been good for business. 

Al Mor in , President of the Old Sixth 

Ward Neighborhood Association, says, 

" I f we could just get as strong an ordi­

nance as Wichita Palls has, I'd rest easy." 

Interestingly enough, MC-'s clients, Lo­

pez and Harden, also support a stronger 

ordinance. " I f the ordinance were strong­

er," Lopez says, "at least the rules 

would be clear." 

This kind of unanimity can't help hut 

raise a question — it there were a stronger 

preservation ordinance, just what kind of 

historic-district home construction would 

it be most likely to encourage? 

Replicating a traditional style wi th , for 

example, a neo-Victorian or a neo-Queen 

Anne would seem to be the path of least 

resistance. In fact, Harry Ciendel ruefully 

admits that when the time comes to build 

his own Sixth Ward house, " i t ' l l be some­

thing non-controversial." But the idea of 

simply copying a style provokes its own 

passions. Lopez and Harden grow heated 

when they discuss the idea, claiming that 

such mimicry is what the neighborhood 

association really wants. "Style control," 

Lopez calls it. "They can't stand modern 

design. It'd be nice if we could talk about 

that," he says. "Let's acknowledge the 

realities of the way we live now." 

For architect Cameron Armstrong, 

still smarting from the opposition his 

metal houses faced in the Sixth Ward 

two years ago, favoring the building ol 

neo-Victorians means that "only one 

subjectivity — middle-class white — is 

allowed, and everything else is written 

out of history." By simply reconstructing 

a partly imaginary past "we wind up 

fabricating a false history, creating con 

fusion, and winding up with a theme 

park." According to Armstrong, metal 

buildings did in fact exist, as storehouses 

for a bakery, in the very space where his 

metal houses now stand. The idea that 

such humble buildings don't count as 

parr of the neighborhood's history — 

that they are termed "nonconrributing" 

— incenses him. 

Others, such as Stephen Pox, are 

amenable to well-done replications. On a 

recent drive through the Sixth Ward, Pox 

pointed out a particularly badly done 

neo-Victorian, then praised a iie.nln 

neo-shotgun house that George and Liz 

McMi l l in of MCiVI Resources are build­

ing. "They took a real house type of the 

neighborhood, rather than a fantasy neo-

Victorian." Pox said, and executed it very 

thoughtfully. 

The whole question of neo-Victorians 

in the Sixth Ward is touchy. There are 

authentic Victorians in the neighbor­

hood, '>l course, but the) were rare, li i 

rely too heavily on the neo-Victorian 

would falsify Sixth Ward history, and at 

the same time drive up property values, 

as happened in the I leights, and this is 

what critics say the neighborhood associ­

ation wants to do. 
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One oppioaih to hiitnritolly lompotible lonitruilion hoi been faux Vitlorioni, whi(h some t r i l iu deride oi being out of Male ond (Karaite! with the Sixth Word's history. 

Neighborhood activists bristle .it such 

charges. Many of them — Bartell, Morin, 

Stephen Kirkland (who together with 

Annisc Parker and two other partners lias 

restored and leased 12 properties in the 

area), and others — say that economic 

diversity, the current mix of middle-class, 

upper-middle-class, and low-income 

Hispanic and Asian inhabitants, is as 

important to maintain as architectural 

cohesiveness. And given the amount " t 

time and effort many of these people put 

into Avenue Community Development 

Corporation projects, such as the mixed-

income Washington Courtyard apart­

ments on Washington Avenue, the accusa­

tions that what Sixth Ward activists really 

want is a homogeneous, middle-class-

atul-above neighborhood seem off base. 

But not everyone in the Sixth Ward is 

an activist. Some residents grumble that 

they don't want their tax dollars going to 

projects designed to keep low income peo­

ple in the neighborhood. "I've always had 

to live where I could afford to live," says 

one resident. "And it wasn't always nice." 

settled on the Sixth Ward as their new 

neighborhood almost by accident. They 

simply wandered in off Houston Avenue 

while our driving, and immediately fell 

in love with the area's unique intimacy. 

I heir narrow, brick-paved street is per­

haps the coziest in town. They bought 

three houses, moved into the comer 
house, and rented out the other two. 

They knew their living situation 

would not be permanent , and conrem-

the ne ighborhood." When it became 

clear that they needed considerably more 

space for both their family and for 

Benny's studio, and for David's mother, 

who was coming to live with them, they 

chose not to build a new house, but to 

instead turn their current house over to 

David's mother and then renovate the 

other two houses, one to serve as benny's 

studio and an office for David, and the 

other as their home. 

respecting a neighborhood's historic context 

is no impediment to good design, 

and historic preservation is 

"not a straitjacket" for architects. 

Is there a third way to build in a Houston 

historic district? Is there a type of design 

(hat is simultaneously, and paradoxically, 

contemporary, humble, and exciting? An 

experiment on Sabine Street, also tn the 

Sixth Ward, is at tempting to answer that 

question. There, child psychologist David 

Ansell and his wife, artist and teacher 

Benny Ansell, have bought a row of small 

but historic houses, one ot which they are 

converting into a contemporary home — 

from the inside out. In June IV98, they 

decided to move out ot Montrose, and 

plated put t ing up a new home. David 

Ansell says tha t if they had proceeded 

with the new construct ion at that t ime, 

they "probably would have done some­

thing like M t ' - . " Tha t is, they would 

have put up an ambi t ious building tha t 

reflected the young couple's creativity. 

Bur living in the ward had its effect 

on them, and as time passed their dreams 

became more modest. Or, depending on 

your point of view, they became more 

ambit ious in a quiet sort of way. "We've 

changed," David says. "We wouldn' t just 

build our dream house. We'd think about 

This last house dates from the 

I KKOs, and was "probably remodeled in 

the teens," according to David. This 

s tructure was "a tiny three-room cot­

tage ," that obviously needed expanding 

to accommodate the family. Working 

with architects Daniel Dupuis and (iary 

Fades, and with Neighborhood Asso­

ciation President Al Morin as cont rac­

tor, the Ansells kept the original cot tage 

as their living area, gut t ing it and taking 

out the at t ic, which was replaced with a 

vaulted ceiling. I nun the street, this 

alteration is not noticeable. The Ansells 

took great pains to respect old mater i ­

als. For example , windows were taken 

apart and restored, rather than re­

placed. They also built a discreet addi ­

tion at the back of the house to serve as 

extra living space. 

A passerby might not look twice at 

the Ansell house. But a guest walking 

through the door for the first time 

would likely do a double take when see­

ing the post-industrial overhead walk­

way. 1 his arduous blending ot old and 

new has made the house into a kind of 

laboratory, according to architect f ades . 

"f:oi ten \ i .ns |'\ e madi a stud) "I 

how contemporary architecture L.UI be 

neighborhood friendly. Clan you in truth 

Fuse contemporary architecture with a 

given neighborhood's style?" he asks. 

Also, can you make a family ol four 

— who can afford to have more space — 

fit comfortably into less than 1,300 

square feet? 

F.ades says his and Dupuis ' design 

answers those questions in the affirma­

tive. However modest it is on the outside, 

the work has been "artistically stimulat­

ing" to him as an architect, despite the 

fact that he is a " b o m a nil bred mod­

ernist ," that is, an architect w h o has to 

this point in his career been looking for 

" tha t house on the hill that would let 

me make a s ta tement ." Atter surviving a 

bout with throat cancer, Fades sees him­

self as older and wiser. The Ansell house 

works , he says, "because I've learned to 

rein in my exuberance . " 

Looking for a metaphor to describe 

his own experience of convert ing the 

Sabine house, and making the old new 

again, David Ansell d raws on his own 

profession. "People come to me, as a 

psychiatrist , with their histories, their 

concerns . But they have to discard 

some things" to be healed, just .i*. his 

house had to "discard some th ings" to 

become viable. 

Al Mor in , one of the most e loquent 

defenders of the Sixth Ward's front-

porch-friendly way of life, says that the 

Ansell house proves that respecting a 

ne ighborhood 's historic context is no 

impediment to good design, and that 

historic preservation is "no t a strait-

jacket" for architects. But this being the 

Sixth Ward, not everyone agrees with 

that assessment. Chung Nguyen won­

ders about keeping the shell of an old 

house, but gut t ing and modernizing its 

interior. "Is this really historic preserva­

t i on?" he asks. " O r is it a farce?" 

It is obviously a potent thing, this 

business of rrying to not only honor the 

past, but to keep it alive. If you take it 

seriously enough, it will haunt your 

dreams. These are ghosts we're talking 

about , after all. t v e n David Ansell, after 

taking so many pains to honor what 

used to be, still feels regret when he 

looks on his soon-to-be-restored house. 

•Nobody will ever see it again exactly 

the way I d id ," he notes with a touch of 

sadness. "We've changed it." • 
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OF GREEN 

Houston's Spark Park program turns playgrounds into community assets 

BY C L A U D I A KOLKER 

\ 
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Created by Core Design, Ihe miniature Eailh outside Virgil Grlssom Elementary is relledive ol Ihe cosmic impulse behind the longorio/Peleis plan lor Ids school's Spark Park. 

Left: A student drawing inspired by activities at 

•he G r i m m Spark Park. 

I the Earth os its base, the oval play area at Grissom's Spark 

Park represents the path described by a trip to the moon and bock. 

FAR ON SOUTH HOUSTON'S MARGINS, where 

electric towers dominate whole meadows 
hut public space runs scarce and small, 
an enigmatic patch of land frames Virgil 
( .rissom Llcmentary School. 

As far as half a mile away, you can 
see that the land is some sort of play­
ground. Swings and monkey bars, paint­
ed atmospheric blue, sprawl over wood 
chips. Not far off lies an expanse ot 
grass and basketball hoops. Hut step .1 
few yards closer, and odd details start to 
surface. A boulder-si/ed replica of the 
Earth sits partly sunken in the ground. 
An ellipse-shaped border hoops around 
the gym equipment; concrete spheres dot 
corners ol the field, 

Finally, near the school building an 
obelisk etched with diagrams explains 
the scene: the playground is meant to 
represent a scale map of the solar system 
overlaid on a map ot 1 louston. Cirissom, 
with its planet sunk in gravel, represents 
Earth. Eleven miles away, downtown 
I louston is tin- Sun. And the <»v.11 pla> 
area describes the path ot someone jour­
neying from the Harth to the Moon and 
back again. If you follow the idea fur­
ther, explains the obelisk, Mercury 
would be on Main Street, near the site 
of the old Shamrock Hotel. Venus, by 
this reckoning, would twirl somewhere 
near Main and Stella Link. 

If the conception of this play space 
is lavishly creative, the program thai 
made it possible shows an even richer 
vision. The cosmic playground is a 
Spark Park, part of a pioneering move­
ment begun in Houston in 198.?. It joins 
low-income school communities, federal 
and local funding, and architects and 
artists to build playgrounds for public 
schools. What distinguishes Spark Parks 
is the way they earn much nl their fund­
ing: during the day they're school play 
grounds — and then when kids go 
home they're public parks. 

The idea may sound simple, but its 
execution and implications aren't. Por 
one thing, says city education liaison 
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At Roberts flemenlory, the gotes to (he Spark Park are flanked by columns whose tiles were painted by the school's students. 

The Spark Parks help create havens of gieen In areas where such havens are often in short supply. 

Above, o ploy areo in the Roberts Elementory Spork Pork. 

1 eonel C astilln, projects th.it (out s<i many 

funding sources often degenerate into 

power struggles. Not so the Spark Park 

project, which recently inaugurated its 

138th completed site. And though Spark 

Parks are meant to furnish green space, 

the; also advance another idea — one 

that has revolutionized urban planning in 

recent years. It's the goal of using public 

spaces for more than just one purpose. 

When you meld the places where people 

study, play and simply dream, this think­

ing goes , you strengthen the hones of 

the community. 

Hous ton ' s Spark Parks, with their tiny 

planets — and mura l s , arches , model 

d inosaurs , and sundials — all spring 

from a single line of text. The program's 

genesis, Spark Park director Kathleen 

O w n b y says, was a 1983 report on 

Hous ton parks green space ordered by 

then-Mayor Jim McConn . Ownby ' s 

mother, then-Council mem her Fleanor 

Tinsley, was troubled by the findings: 

compared to o ther major cities, Hou­

ston fell short of park lands by at least 

5,000 acres. Then a summer intern in 

Tinsley's office highlighted one line in 

the report that suggested a solution. 

Why not use land at public schools to 

make new parks? 

Tinsley developed the idea into a 

proposal that was eagerly suppor ted by 

new Mayor Karhy Whirtnire. In keeping 

with 1 Iouston tradition, the civic improve­

ment plan above all made economic sense. 

Acquiring land — usually the most costly 

pan of building parks — was the least 

expensive part of Spark Parks. Mean­

while, neighborhoods and even the envi­

ronment stood to benefit from the green 

spaces, typically conceived and finished 

within two years. With changes mainly in 

its scale, the Spark Parks blueprint has 

continued through to the present, first, a 

school principal writes a letter asking ro 

take part. Precedence, says Ownby, goes 

to underprivileged schools. The princi­

pal or PTC) then must gather suppor t 

from the surrounding community, includ­

ing pledges to help raise money. If it's 

selected, the school promises to raise 

$5,000, often earning the funds bit by bit 

in hake sales, raffles, and other enterprises. 

If the school, like Grissom Klemen-

tary, serves low-income families, its prin­

cipal now starts seeking architects and 

artisans who will work for free. Mean­

while, the program organizes an array of 

funding sources, depending on the needs 

of each participant. Some dollars come 

from each of the five school districts now 

in the program. 1IISD grants $5,000 to 

each Spark Park school, for instance. The 

Spring Branch Independent School Dis­

trict has given a total of $60,000 for 13 

schools since 1992. 

Private donors pitch in too, contrib­

uting more than $2 ,000 ,000 over 17 

years. Instituiinn.il partners ranging from 

county commissioners, the city's 1 lousing 

and Communi ty Development depar t ­

ment , even a nonprofit t ree-plant ing 

group also commit aid to Spark Parks. In 

all, says Ownby, the federal government 

has contributed as much as $750,000 to 

the program annually since 1986. The 

results have been impressive. Every year, 

at least 20 schools vie for new parks; 

those that don' t make the cut often reap­

ply the following year. Awards, recogni­

tion, and hopeful imitators have poured 

in from other cities. Boston began a simi-

l.u program that has completed 40 parks; 

the Spark Parks name has also been 

licensed in baton Rouge, which is launch­

ing its own park/playground initiative. 

But the ingenious structure accounts 

for only part of Spark Parks' success. The 

real secret, says Castillo, is the way that 

donors ' interests coincide — and the way 

Ownby keeps them in equipoise. "I think 

it's one of the most successful cooperative 

projects with a city that I've ever dealt 

with," says Castillo. "With everything 

else, at some point we run into a prob­

lem: there's always an issue of who gets 

credit, whose rights, issues, holidays are 

being overlooked. This is clear, from way 

up front, that it's going to be a place for 

kids. . . . And, though it doesn't sound very 

progressive, it helps that everybody that 

gets in has to help — they don' t get a free 

park. Somehow, when people put some­

thing into a project they get a little own­

ership, a little pride." Ownby's diplomatic 

skills, Castillo observes, also are essential 

to getting parks built. 

"She turned out to have the right per­

sonality," Castillo says. "For this kind of 

task, you need someone who's willing to 

stay in the background — to not make a 

lot of speeches, hut promote the people 

who raise the $5,000 and work with the 

designers and others. Kathleen has an 

incredible ability to deal with two very 

difficult bureaucracies: the city and the 

school district." 

"According to the Tan ," Castillo 

adds , " t rue leadership is exercised when 

a project is over and people say, 'We did 

it ourselves , ' " 

For schools such as Grissom, do-it-

yourself pride must compensate for other 

deficits. One of the more impoverished 

schools in I USD, Grissom joined Spark 

not to polish up an extant playground, 

but to cobble one from scratch. A rangy 

one-floor building joined to trailer-class­

rooms, the school gives an air of being 

slightly lost .mud South Houston's empty 

lots and curbless roads. 

"I was attracted to the idea of Spark 

Parks because in the immediate area, most 

of these kids didn't have a place to play," 

Principal Doris Bilton says. Located in a 

depressed, mostly Hispanic neighborhood. 

Crissom had few resources for a park 

besides the tenacious Bilton, says Rafael 

Longoria, one of two architects who 

designed the playground. 

His firm, Longoria/Peters, joined the 

project in I 99,8 after Bilton tapped a 

neighborhood activist to find her a design 

firm that would work pro bono. "Doris 

Bilton is incredible ," Longoria says. 

"She was very aware how desolate and 

neglected the school is. She called the 

person she thought was most knowledge­

able in the neighborhood ... | w h o | knew 

me and sweet-talked me into it." 

Finding architects was just one chal­

lenge. Hilton still couldn ' t get a parent 

from the tiny PTO to spearhead the pro-

http://th.it
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foui -dinosour skelalen it the work of ortiil Pout Kiliolson (or Trovii Eforatnlory School's Sport Pork. 

jcct . F ina l ly , she persuaded cus tod ian 

Mar ia Smi th , whose ch i ld at tended Gr is -

som, to take charge. The architects Bi l ton 

left to themselves. The on ly thine, she 

asked was that they include a space theme. 

" I t h i nk she t h o u g h t there w o u l d he 

rockets to p lay o n , " L o n g o r i a recal ls. 

"She was very surpr ised by o u r p ropos ­

a l , but s u p p o r t i v e . We w a n t e d t o make 

the w h o l e p l a y g r o u n d a science lesson. " 

Insp i red by the hook Powers of Ten, 

w h i c h shows a coup le p i c n i c k i n g f r o m 

many vantage po in t s , i n c l u d i n g ou te r 

space, the team d reamed up a t h r i f t y 

p l a y g r o u n d w i t h few new ohjects — bu t 

a v i v i d way o f seeing t h e m . 

" W e set up a scale in w h i c h , i f the 

sun was d o w n t o w n and the Karrh was 

placed in Gr i ssom, | you cou ld ,tsk| w h a t 

( Ise w o u l d (hat scale set u p , " I o l igur ia 

says. T h e goa l , he says, was to psycho­

logical ly place Gr issom students on the 

map — then a t t rac t o ther students to 

visi t . Besides the shiny p layg round equ ip­

ment — par t o f every Spark Park — the 

main new objects are the Ka r th , the 

paths de l ineat ing o rb i t s , a shelter, and a 

r ing o f crape myr t les and l ive oaks. The 

entire pro ject cost abou t $ 9 0 , 0 0 0 , w i t h 

$9 ,000 raised by Gr issom fundraisers 

and families. 

Spark Park p lanners are encouraged 

to inc lude some f o r m of a r t , as G r i s som 

d i d . A t Chambers E lementary i n A b e l . 

a r t teacher D i a n n e G o r d o n bu i l t a w e l ­

c o m i n g - l o o k i n g a rch o f t i les ado rned 

w i t h s i lhouet tes o f hands. A t F i f th 

Ward 's F..O. Smi th Educa t i on Center , 

ar t is t Bert L o n g cra f ted a t r i u m p h a l 

gateway. Its l i n t e l , o n w h i c h is perched 

a huge stone hear t , declares, " T h r o u g h 

these gates pass the greatest . " Ar t is t Paul 

Ki t te lson has decorated t w o p laygrounds. 

A t Gu l f t on ' s C u n n i n g h a m Elementary, 

he devised a huge ceramic sund ia l , wh i l e 

at I USD's Trav is E lementary he half-

bur ied a f aux -d inosau r skeleton beneath 

the p layg round ' s sur face. 

Despite the w idespread use o f pub l i c 

a r t , t h o u g h , there's no m i s t a k i n g schools 

such as Roberts Elementary, where par­

ents augment the Spark Parks budget 

w i t h the i r o w n deep pockets. 

" T h e |Rober ts Spark Park | was really 

spearheaded by the P T O , and the people 

w h o were interested in the P T O tended 

to be designers, archi tects and landscape 

archi tects . . . it's a pret ty power fu l g r o u p 

o f peop le , " says t a r r y Lander o f Plan­

n i n g Design Research C o r p o r a t i o n , 

w h i c h refurb ished an ex is t ing p layg round 

at Rober ts in 1993. 

" Y o u w o u l d present ideas at P T O 

meet ings w i t h hundreds o f peop le , " says 

Lander , w h o w o r k e d p ro b o n o . "Seven­

teen peop le w o u l d come up a f t e r w a r d 

w i t h ques t ions . . . . We spent easily ove r 

$ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 . " T h e p l a y g r o u n d Lander 

designed doesn' i have a S | H U . I ! theme. 

W h a t s tands ou t instead are its a p p o i n t ­

ments : new dra inage sys tem, basebal l 

backs top , t r a c k , l u x u r i a n t new land­

scaping. L i k e some o thers . Lander c o n ­

fesses unease that a f f luen t schools . in­

most l i ke ly t o get free help f r o m a rch i ­

tects and o the r p ro fess iona ls , whose 

ch i l d ren a t tend those schools . Spark 

Parks w o u l d be even better served, he 

says, i f more architects w o r k e d p ro bono 

fo r less pr iv i leged schools. 

Somet imes, t h o u g h , the park aspect 

o f the p r o g r a m l i te ra l l y enr iches a 

schoo l . Co l l i ns E lementary , a one-year-

o l d school in Southwest H o u s t o n , serves 

O I K o f Hous ton ' s poorest c o m m u n i t i e s . 

Mos t students receive free or reduced 

lunches; 7 0 percent have l i m i t e d Engl ish 

p ro f i c iency . A l l l ive in a p a r t m e n t b u i l d ­

ings. Desperate to p rov ide students w i t h 

trees and space. P r inc ipa l Luc i M a g g i 

app l ied to r a Spark Park. T o her sur­

pr ise , the process p r o m p t e d unexpected 

c o m m u n i t y suppo r r . 

" W e d o n ' t even have a P T O , because 

o u r parents speak f o u r d i f fe ren t l a n ­

guages , " says M a g g i . Con tac ted one by 

one t h o u g h , they e m b a r k e d o n a f u n d -

ra is ing f renzy tha t raised $ 4 1 , 0 0 0 fo r 

the pro jec t . They establ ished bonds w i t h 

the nearby R a i n b o w Ret i rement home, 

whose residents craved a safe place to 

w a l k , and the Chinese C o m m u n i t y Cen­

ter. A lso in the ne ighborhood is the ph i l ­

an th rop ic T z u Chi Founda t ion , w h i c h 

o f fe red C o l l i n s $5 ,000 o u t r i g h t . 

" O u r budget is $ 1 0 1 , 0 0 0 , " M a g g i 

s a w stil l sounding sl ight lv incredulous. 

"1 t h i nk it's a mat ter of h o w you establish 

your re la t ionship w i t h your commun i t y . 

A re you ho ld i ng up standards tha t f am i ­

lies th ink the) can't a t ta in , or are you 

m a k i n g them feel welcome?*' 

In fac t , before seeing its f i rs t b lade 

o f grass, the Co l l i ns Spark Park ref lects 

a t r end reshap ing U.S. c i t ies, p lanners 

say. I t spr ings f r o m the re la t ive ly new 

bel ief tha t us ing pub l i c space f o r several 

purposes weaves al l the users closer, 

" I t ' s a fundamenta l shif t in the way 

planners view th ings , " says architect 

Longor ia . Af ter W o r l d War I I , he ex­

plains, c i ty planners began separat ing 

homes f r o m factor ies, shops f r o m resi­

dences, schools f r o m parks. It seemed a 

heal thfu l t rend , remov ing people f r om 

sources o f p o l l u t i o n . But w i t h the g r o w t h 

o f the car cu l tu re , the separat ion grew 

ext reme. Rather than urban heal th , it 

seemed to foster anomie . 

In the 1970s, Longo r i a says, p lan­

ners changed the i r focus. Foot t ra f f i c 

and a larger number ot c o m m o n pub l i c 

spaces seemed to be the w a y t o refresh 

c o m m u n i t i e s , especial ly c i t ies. Spark 

Park-, are bo th a p roduc t ot and beacon 

fo r th is idea. W h a t may make them 

un ique is h o w the> make even the least 

advan taged schools leaders in the move 

menr. Somet imes, at schools such as 

G r i s s o m , the chal lenges and rewards 

come hand in h a n d . 

Ever since irs space park was devel­

oped , parent H u b e r t Wh i t e says, local 

residents have f locked to the park on 

weekends. Gr issom can' t a f fo rd weekend 

maintenance or security guards for its 

pa rk , but it 's clear tha t people use i t . 

" T h e n e i g h b o r h o o d fo lk and the i r 

k ids al l use I I . " W h i l e sa \s w i l h assur­

ance. ! l o w does he k n o w ? Every M o n ­

day, a m i d the planets, p lo t ted o rb i t s , 

and a ga laxy o f c lover on the grass, he 

f inds the v is i to rs ' d iscarded t rash . • 
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Looking South 

Latin American Architecture: Six Voices 
edited fry Malcolm Quantrill, Texas 
A&M Press, iooo. 240 pp., illus., $60. 

Reviewed by Rafael I tmgoriii 

After a quartet of well-received books, 
the Studies iii Architecture and Culture 
series published by Texas A&M Uni­
versity Press has established itself as a 
serious forum for reflecting on the 
evolving legacy of modernism. That 
forum, though, has not until now 
looked south. While the scries' first four 
volumes — Constancy and Change in 
Architecture, Urban Forms, Suburban 
Dreams, Modernity and Us Other, 
Culture a( Silence — were driven more 
by topic than geography, the buildings 
examined and the architects explored 
fended to be Luropean and North 
American. The fifth volume changes 
that, shifting the focus to Latin America 
by featuring the work of six architects 
from six different countries — Mexico, 
Argentina, Colombia, Chile, Uruguay, 
and Venezuela. 

The format consists of a biographi­
cal essay by a critic from each of archi­
tect's home country, followed by a sur­
vey of six selected projects. With the 
exception of Uruguay's Hladio Dicstc, 
who was born in 1917 and died recent­
ly, all the featured architects were born 
between the two World Wars and are 
still practicing. 

The preface by Kenneth Frampton, 
Ware Professor of Architecture at 
Columbia University, reads like an 
insightful bonk review. He revisits the 
glory years ol Latin American architec­
ture and lauds the renewed interest in 
this long-ignored part of the world. But 
he also laments dial Brazil was left out 
of this collection of essays — particularly 
when the great Sao Paolo architect 
Paulo Mendes da Roeha would have tit 
so well with the tenor of this tome. That 
raises the question of why these particu­
lar si\ architects, good as they may be, 
were chosen to represent their region. 
The answer may be found in the bio­
graphical notes. There, reading between 
the lines, it becomes clear that this book 
w.is conceived in the mid-1980s by a 
group ot Frampton's disciples at Colum­
bia. In this light, certain comments in the 
preface and in the acknowledgments start 
to make more sense. 
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The excellent introduction by 
Argentine critic Marina Waisman effec­
tively and concisely tells the story of 
Latin America's transition from colo­
nialism to modernity, and the search for 
regional identities. It recognizes that 
there is not one Latin America, but 
rather a complex set of cultural and 
geographic variations on the theme of 
encounters between Europeans and 
indigenous peoples. She places the fea­
tured architects as belonging to the sec­
ond generation of Latin American mod­
ernists, and reminds the reader of the 
enormous influence of the first genera­
tion, which included such extraordinary 
figures as Luis Barragan, Oscar 
Niemeyer, and Raul Villanueva. 

The six essays range from great to 
unremarkable. The most compelling are 
those that introduce the work of archi­
tects who are nor very well known in 
the United States, while the ones that 
cover well-publicized figures such as 
Mexican architect Ricardo Legorreta 
fail to add much to what has already 
been written. 

Particularly good are Fernando Perez 
Oyarzun's piece on Chilean architect 
Christian de Oroote, Silvia Arango's piece 
on Colombian architect Rogelio Salmona, 
and Alberto Petrina's piece on the 
Argentinean master Clorindo Testa, And 
Mariano Arana provides some valuable 
background on the formation of the 
inventive Fladio Dieste of Uruguay, an 
architect who was recently the subject of 
an elaborate symposium at MIT. 

While the enormous influence of Le 
Corhusier on Latin American architects 
is well documented (and reinforced here 
by the presence of Salmona, who worked 

in Corhusier's Paris atelier), a surprising 
revelation of this collection ot essays is 
the significant influence that Louis 
Kahn exerted on most of the featured 
architects. De Groote, Legorreta, and 
Venezuela's Jesus Tenreiro-Degwitz all 
acknowledge a direct debt to Kahn, and 
it is hard not to think of Kahn when 
looking at Salmona's Quimhaya Mu­
seum or his Franco House, or Testa's 
expressive sketches for the Londres y 
America del Stir bank in Ikienos Aires. 

Latin American Architecture left me 
with small complaints, but large compli­
ments. The qualify ot the copy-editing 
arid the translations of the different 
essays is uneven (Legorrcta's name was 
misspelled more than oncel. 1 would 
have preferred that the photo captions 
be placed adjacent to their respective 
images, rather than relegated to the end 
of the book. I was puzzled by the fact 
that the biographical notes included all 
the editors, but left out the authors of 
the essays. And as printed, some ol the 
drawings are hard to read. However, I 
was delighted to see some projects that I 
had never seen before, and to read essays 
by some excellent critics who are rarely 
published in Fnglish. 

The people in charge of the Studies 
in Architecture and Culture series must 
be applauded for turning their attention 
to Latin America. Frampton's preface 
and Waisman's introduction each offer 
suggestions of architects who deserved 
to be included in this book. I have a few 
more of my own to add. But any lists of 
overlooked architects should be inter­
preted not as complaints, but as sugges­
tions for future volumes. 

Symphonic Setting 

The Meyerson Symphony Center: 
Building a Dream by Laurie Sbulinan. 
University of North Texas Press, 2.000. 
399 PP< illus., 5j9.y.r 

Reviewed by Barry Moore 

Laurie Shulman has created a big, heavy 
book, and an admirable piece of research. 
Building the Morton LI. Meyerson Sym­
phony Center in Dallas was a long, slow 
process, but the result made it all more 
than worthwhile. Dallas produced an 
outstanding music hall — a true cathedral 
of our time — that is well loved by musi-
1 ians, audiences, and critic s alike. 

Shulman, who has worked as a pro-
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gram amiotator tor orchestras, chamber 
music series, and summer festivals, does 
an admirable |ob of identifying all the 
important players, and in the process 
has produced an important record of 
civic achievement in north I'exas. The 
early heroes were Dallas Mayor Roberr 

I oh Ki \ in I \ IK ii, 1 he 1 oiisultam 
who formulated the Dallas Arts District 
in rhe mid-seventies, Dallas Symphony 
Association chair Philip Johnson, over­
all project driver Martin Meyerson, and 
the indispensable Stanley Marcus. And 
that list doesn't even include the big 
donors. The chronology is all there as 
well, in great detail: the failed bond 
election of 1974, the successful ones of 
1978 and 1984, the turf skirmishes with 
the Fair Park Auditorium board, the 
architectural and acoustical consultant 
selection, the budget and schedule-
induced grief ($30 million over, three 
years late), the construction issues, and, 
at last, the successful finish. Obviously, 
the city and social politics have a limit­
ed geographic appeal, but rhe story of 
the "process" is of much wider interest. 

To begin with, the symphony hall 
started as little more than an acoustical 
description. The criteria included excel­
lent bass response, brilliance in the high 
frequencies, good hlend and mixture of 
sound, and stage acoustics that would 
allow musicians to hear each other. The 
models for what was wanted in Dallas 
could be found in the Grosser Musik-
vereinsaal in Vienna, Symphony Hall in 
Boston, the Concertgebouw in Amster­
dam, and Carnegie Hall in New York. 
All are of comparable size to what even­
tually became the Meyerson. 

For me, the selection process provided 
the most fascinating reading. From an ini­
tial list of 35 architects, six were selected 
for interviews. Among them were Bud 
Ogelsby, Guniiar Birkerts, l.eandro 
l.ocsin, Also Cossurro, Arthur Frikson, 
and Philip Johnson. (The story of how 
Johnson got himself disqualified by 
Stanley Marcus in the first 30 seconds of 
a 45-minute interview is alone worth the 
price of the book). I.M. Pei initially 
declined to be considered because ot what 
he saw as problems with the selection 
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process and his workload — he was 

designing Texas C ammcrce Tower in 

I [ouston at the time. But after the selec­

tion committee deadlocked, M.ircus per­

suaded Pei ro ^o after the job. Pei's state­

ment that he had never designed a con­

cert hall, hut that he wanted to design a 

great one before he died sealed his selec­

tion. The committee was convinced that 

he would give the project his total care 

and attention. 

The committee also interviewed three 

acoustical consultants, among them Rus­

sell Johnson of Artec. After a two-stage 

interview, Johnson was hired to work on 

an equal footing with the architect. 

Acoustical design came first, wi th 

the early choice of a modified shoehox 

over a fan shape. Johnson was a propo­

nent of early lateral reflection of sound 

for different audience areas. He shaped 

the geometry of the hall accordingly, 

wi i l i high reverberation chambers, and 

then handed it to Pei, together with his 

opinion that the space could contain no 

more than 2,000 scats and still have 

excellent acoustics. 

Pei's group combined the orthogonal 

geometry ot the performance hall wi th a 

rotational geometry of the public ancil­

lary spaces that shape the hall's exterior 

iconography. The committee and design­

ers thought of it as a "box surrounded 

by a lens," but the skilled crew of Bate-

son Construction always called it "the 

bandstand." 

The finished Meyerson drew raves for 

us splendid acoustics. In addition to that, 

the hall is one ot the most distinguished 

works of architecture in Dallas, and one 

ol I.M. 1'efs greatest achievements. 

Shulman has included a number ot 

sketches and photos, but not ne.irh 

enough to please the more visual reader. 

I confess I did not read all of this book, 

mainK because a lot of it would interest 

only a Dallas historian. But the parts I 

did read related ro the story of how a 

community builds a great building, and 

that is story that deserves telling. 

In the end, the arts patrons in Dallas 

accomplished beautifully what they set 

out to do some 20-odd-years ago — " to 

create an environment for music that 

was aesthetically pleasing and as 

acoustically perfect as we can make i t . " 

Now, as they admit, the new challenge is 

for the Dallas Symphony Orchestra to 

match the architecture with its artistic 

quality. • 

NEW AND NOTABLE 

Mies van der Rohc in Berlin edited by 

Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll. 

MoMA/Abranis, }68 pp., itlns., S70. The 

catalog for a Museum of Modern Art 

exhibition, this in-depth look at Mies* 

early career is the first volume to examine 

his work in Europe in its historical con 

text. Here, I t scholars shed light on the 

interplay of tradition and innovation in 

the evolution of the architect's theories 

and methods, 

Mies in America by Phyllis Lambert, 

et at. Abrams, fN j pp.. illus.. 5 _ T . Based 

on new research and previously unstudied 

material, this catalogue for an exhibition 

at the Whitney Museum of American Art 

presents Iresh and often corrective inter­

pretations of the architect's stateside 

achievement. Lssays by Lambert, Peter 

Kiscnman, Rem Koolhaas, and others 

look beyond Mies' most famous triumphs 

to probe the relationship between a semi­

nal body of work and its cultural context. 

Mutations by Rem Koolhaas, et al. 

Actar/DAP, 720 pp., illus., $45. Koolhaas 

n .mis up « irh an intei national group ol 

top architects and theorists to explore the 

myriad transformations that the city is 

undergoing. Organized as an illustrated 

atlas of contemporary urban landscapes. 

Mutations is a vivid portrait tit the current 

condition of the city and a survey of emer­

gent possibilities from around the globe. 

Stronger Opponents Wanted by 

Diet mar Sterner, et at. Birkhauser, 192 pp., 

illus. $iy.<)S. The construction of a cul­

tural building in the heart of a city is 

never just a matter of architectural design. 

This book presents six projects, including 

i l ir I nitre Cieorges Pompidou 111 Paris 

and the Sydney Opera 1 louse, in light of 

the surrounding media attention and the 

wrangle for public position, In each case, 

architects are entwined with politicians, 

public money, and media interests, all of 

which ultimately influence their buildings. 

Usonia, New York by Roland Reistey 

and John Tinipane. Princeton Architectural 

Press, n)i pp., illus. $40. Reislcy, an origi­

nal and current resident of Usonia, tells 

tin- story of a group of idealistic men and 

women who, following World War 11, 

enlisted Frank Lloyd Wright to design 

,tnc\ help them build a cooperative com­

munity an hour from New York City. 

Usonia, New York illuminates the pas­

sions and problems of a group developing 

a designed environment with America's 

must famous, and most t.iinmisK volatile, 

architect. — Michael Kimmins 

5121-5127Jackson 
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Loretta McKinnon 
Greenwood King Properties • 713.524.0888 

Philip Johnson ix 
otographs 
by Paul Hester 

t Oak Boulevard 
September 1 - October 26 

Gallery Hours M-F [ram 8 - 6 
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Cite visits Monterrey, the most Texan city in 
Mexico •Guest editor Rafael Longoria travels the 
NAFTA highwayiH James Mayeux examines the 
"ierra MadreH Juan Barragan explores the Regal 
.uburbs •Serg io Martinez describes the country 

music of MexicoH and Stephen Fox looks at 
Monterrey's best building" 
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Building the Better Cow 
Resin, polymers and Rawhide 

BY C R A I G M I N O R 

IN EARLY SEPTEMBER, more than 300 whim­

sically decorated cows wil l appear 
throughout Houston. There wi l l be 
cows standing on sidewalks, cows graz­
ing on medians, cows resting in city 
parks. One of those cows — a cow 
named Cactow — wil l he ours. It wi l l 
helong to the designers and friends who 
were the collaborators in creating the 
fiberglass sculpture, and at some point 
it wi l l belong to the person who buys it 
(if someone does buy it, as we hope 
they wi l l ) . In the interim, between cre­
ation and sale, it wi l l belong to the city 
at large. 

It is that last little fact that gives 
(. owParade Houston, of which Cactow 
is part, its greatest interest. Begun as a 
public art event staged in Zur ich, Switz­
erland in IV9S, the CowParade spread 
to Chicago in 1999, then to New York, 
Stamford, CConnecticut, and West Orange, 
New Jersey, in 2000, This year the herd 
has moved on to Kansas City, London, 
and, from September 6 to November 7, 
Houston. In each of its previous cities, 
the CowParade has proven enormously 
successful, both in showcasing the local 
artists who designed their city's cows 
and in raising money for charity when, 
ar the end of the parade, the cows were 
auctioned off. In Houston, the benefi­
ciaries of the CowParade wi l l be Texas 
Children's Hospital and the Texas 
Children's Cancer Center. 

Hut in Houston, as is often the case, 
things are a little different. 1 began 
thinking about this when my studio was 
chosen to be among those designing a 
cow. l i ke all the others who were creat­
ing cows, we were given a base bovine 
to work from. The three available cow 
poses — standing, grazing, and reclining 
— are all the product of Swiss-born 
artist Pascal Knapp, and though all are 
a bit different, each fiberglass cow form 
is approximately eight feet long, four 
feet nine inches high, two feet five inch­
es wide, and weighs about 100 pounds. 
Iln-. is I I K L.nn.is mi which we wen. to 
begin work. 

And this is the canvas we were sup­
posed to make stand out in the Houston 
landscape. In New York, making a cow 
stand out isn't hard. Who expects to see 
a cow on Broadway? h.ven in Chicago 
and Kansas City, each of which have 
cattle as part of their slaughterhouse 
history, a street cow today would be a 
surprise. But in Houston, cows graze 
beneath power lines, and when the 
rodeo rolK around it's urn unusual m 

r* 

see a herd of cows strolling down a 
highway. The notion of a cow in Hou­
ston just doesn't feel as foreign as it 
does in other large urban environments. 

Houston is also a place where odd 
things arc easily accepted. A car decked 
out as an armadil lo cruising through an 
intersection evokes little more than a 
shrug. In the home of the Art Cat 
Parade, the Orange Show, and a mult i­
tude of other everyday curiosities, how 
do you make a decorated cow break 
through? In Houston, the bar for the 
CowParade is set unusually high. In 
Houston, not |list any cow wi l l do. 

That was our challenge: to infuse a 
Texas theme into a bovine form, and to 
make it something people would notice. 
Our solution was to have the cow bloom 
with spikes and flowers, a merging of 
cactus and cow, a Cactow in an urban 
desert. Wi l l it work? After six weekends 

Cow to cactus 

11 S kty s t 

i 
The vision: first, a concept sketch. 

i 
Then using a wire frame and fiberglass, the 

bask form is altered. 

A long, dirty process of grinding and sanding refines 

the form and prepares il for spikes and painting. 

( r f , ( j 

The spikes of o benetable, child-lriendty polymer were 

mass produced in Ihe various designers' kitchens. 

of intense labor, and an immersion into 
such foreign technologies as resins, 
epoxy paints, and polymer concoctions, 
all needed to bring our idea to life, I can 
only hope so. It is, I suspect, a hope 
shared by a few hundred other artists 
for a few hundred other COWS. 

Sti l l , for me rhe CowParade has 
already done what public art, at its best, 
should do: It has made me look at the 
city in a fresh way. And it it can do the 
same for those who simply stumble 
across a cow on their way to work or 
play, then perhaps rhe parade wi l l have 
earned its grazing rights. • 

For more details on the CowParade and 
its history, go to either hot/stun.cowpa-
radc.net or aiwlhiradc.net. 

Ptojtit from 

ftaiyf i. Beckett, fW Betkett. Jtrocf (Sri. frog Minor, fnby Hobem 

% 

Eoch spike, all 300 of lhem, hod lo he 

allocked lo the caw individually. 

kU some fiowets and finally — Caclow, 

http://radc.net
http://aiwlhiradc.net


CD 
memorable 
well-formed 

resilient 
clear 

modern 

Sunset Settings is a retail showroom providing classic modern furniture and 
accessories to Houston. Open since 1995, Sunset Settings provides the public, 
as well as architects and designers, a source for classic modernist pieces while 
introducing innovative contemporary designs. With a background in commercial 
interior design and architecture, Carolyn Brewer has brought together the well 
known and the unknown. In addition to furniture, Sunset Settings also provides 
lighting, glassware, flatware, china, and crystal. New designs in resin, rubber, 
paper, glass, ceramic, and plastic are also featured. 

Because not all works of art are made to go on the wall. 

CAROLYN BREWER'S SUNSET SETTINGS 
1729 Sunset Boulevard 
Houston, Texas 77005 

713.522.7661 

www.sunsetsettings.com 
Tuesday - Saturday 10am-5pm 

http://www.sunsetsettings.com


Debner+Company Q 
2000 Bering Dr. Suite 100 

Houston TX 77057 

T 713.782.1300 

F 713.782.1332 

www.debner.com 

mailcenter@debner.com 

The urge for good design is the same as 
the urge to go on living. The assumption 
is that somewhere, hidden, is a better way 
of doing things. 

—Harry Bertoia 

CORPORATE WORKSPACE SOLUTIONS 

I lolL'-llMl'' 

I ' I T J I I U T 

Km.II 
Driller 

Knoll & Other Fine Office Furniture 

Rice University 
Rice Design Alliance - MS 5 I 
RO. Box 1892 
Houston, Texas 77251-1892 
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