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RDA NEWS 
RDA in LA 

IN LATE FEBRUARY, the Rice Design Al l iance 

H o m e t o w n Tour t ook 15 R D A members 

to I us Angeles — w h i c h the R D A pro ­

c la imed " W h e r e the Archi tects Are 

Stars ! " Jury Alexander, Barbara Ame l io , 

Br ian Ma la rkey , Rusty l l ie t ivc in ic . Donna 

Kacmar, Joan I. ipuscck, Karen l a m / . . 

Andy Farkas, and Cra ig M i n o r led a star-

spot t ing mission to Spago, the restaurant 

made famous by celebr i ty chet Wo l fgang 

I'uck. i 'uck hunselt greeteil the g roup and 

signed copies o f his c o o k b o o k , VtZZOS, 

VttsUts, titul More: I n fo rmed i l i . i t the visi­

tors were 1 lous ton architects and design­

ers, I'uck to ld them that I r a n k ( ichry 

was in the restaurant — then sem d e h r y 

to pay his regards. " I ' m highly over­

ra ted , " ( i ch ry to ld the table, 

The g r o u p encountered many other 

I os Angeles star architects. Urban p lan­

ner and fo rmer Universi ty o l I l ous ton 

archi tecture professor John Ka l i sk i led a 

tou r of the Wi lsh i re co r r i do r and d o w n ­

t o w n . Archi tect Kevin Daly ani l his w i fe , 

Dana Cu f f , arranged a reception at an 

a w a r d - w i n n i n g residence designed by 

Daly ami his partner, Chr is Cen ik . 

( ampus planner and architect Stephanos 

Polyzoidcs gave a tour o f the Cal lech 

campus and Pasadena, l egendary archi ­

tectural photographer l i i l ius Shulman 

arranged a tou r o f t w o privately o w n e d 

Case Study houses, then hosted a recep­

t ion at Ins house and 

s tud io in the I l o l l y w o o d 

hi l ls . A n d Rick I rv ing 

of fered a "beh ind the 

scenes" tour of the (Jetty 

( e n t e r ; I r v ing , of Me ier 

tV Associates, designed 

the Getty 's in ter iors , 

w h i c h feature f ine w o o d ­

w o r k by Houston 's 

Brochsteins Inc. • 

Stargazing in LA.: The 2002 RDA Hometown Tour group. 

Studying the Case Study houses: RDA tourists recreate Julius Shulmon's famous photo. 

Initiatives for Houston 

IN MAY, THE Rice Design Al l iance 

announced the winners o l its th i rd 

annual grants p rog ram. Ini t iat ives l o r 

I l ous ton . Those winners are: 

• Ta ryn Kinney, a recent graduate 

o f the Rice School o f Arch i tec ture , w h o 

was awarded $5,0(10 for her proposal 

" H i R e s (Residual H i g h w a y ) . " She-

plans to exp lo re a l ternat ive uses for the 

residual spaces created by I I l lusion's 

vast freewa) infrastructure. 
• Keith Krumwiede, rhe Wortham 

Assistant Professor o f Arch i tec ture at 

Rice Univers i ty, w h o was awarded 

$2,501) for a lecture and exh ib i t i on 

t i t led " l . d u c a t i o n Through Fo rm : The 

Schools and H o m e o l Dona ld 

Barthelme." 
• Patr ick Peters, associate profes­

sor o l archi tecture and d i rector o f the 

graduate Des ign/bu i ld Studio .it t lu 

dc r . i l d I ) . 1 Inn- , l o I lege o l Arch i ­

tecture, Univers i ty o l H o u s t o n , w h o 

was awarded $2 ,500 to create a manu­

al l o r o ther schools and nonp ro f i t 

organizat ions Imp ing to adopt the tac­

tics o f the Design/Bui ld Studio. • 

Shigeru Ban (renter) delivered RDA's Sally Walsh Lecture in April — and was entertained by RDA Executive 
Director Linda Sylvan and outgoing Board ol Directors President Larry Whaley. 

Correction 
In "Smal l Wonde rs " [Cite 5?, page 11), a O t e l ines piece about D .D . Smalley's 

M i n i a t u r e M u s e u m , the pho to capt ions and credits inc luded several errors. The man 

pic tured in the museum was Frank Smalley, not D .D . Sm.i l lcy; the p h o t o was by John 

Lee Simons. The business card shown was created in 197.1 hy I r a n k Smallev and 

I lelen I osdick, and the pho tograph of rhe mode! should have been credited to I lelen 

Fosdick. Ci te regrets the errors. 

http://rda.rice.edu
http://ili.it
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I RDA Fan ?no? i FCTURF SERIES 

TOWN AND COUNTRY: 
INVFNTINf, THF AMERICAN CITY 

Brown Auditorium 

The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 

713.34S.4S~fi or vv ww.rda.nec.edu 

I Ins series will focus on American city 

form in the lu>th .ind early 20th centuries 

.nul will explore the ways m which con­

ventions of urban development were 

reformulated in response to popular pas 

loral ideals. 

Wednesday, September 25, 7:30 p.m. 

WILL IAM C R O N O N , author of 

Nature's Metropolis: Chicago and the 

Great West, wi l l speak on the economic 

relationships ol cities and their country­

side in 19th-century America. 

Wednesday, October 9, 7:30 p.m. 

( HARMS E. BEVEEUDGE of American 
University will examine the remarkable 

career ol Frederick l a w Olmsted, who 

virtually invented the professions of land­

scape architecture and urban planning in 

the United States. 

Wednesday, October 16, 7:30 p.m. 

U IRIS WILSON of the University of 

New Mexico will demonstrate how a 

group ol artists and anthropologists 

invented a distinctive city form lor Santa 

lc . New Mexit.ii. 

Wednesday, October 23, 7:30 p.m. 

KAREN KINGSl.KY ofTulane Universitj 

wi l l discuss the urban development ol 

New i Irleaus m the first three quarters of 

tIn- lL 'th century to show how .i new 

form ol urbanism — the "garden district" 

— emerged. 

IRDA ?002 GALA 

Saturday, November 2, 7 p.m. 

Reliant Park, 8400 Kirhv Drive 

7 I i. !4N.4N~fi or www.rda.rice.edu 

The Kith animal RI>A Gala, supporting 

2002-2003 RDA programs and publica­

tions, wi l l celebrate RDA's 30th anniver­

sary and the 20th anniversary of Cite, 

I UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON GERALD 0 HINFs 

C0I1FCE OF ARCHITECTURE FXHIBIT 

September 12 — October 12 

College ol Architecture Gallery 

and Archives 

www.arch.nh.etlu/news 

'Design France: Cieneration 2001 ' 

1 UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON GERALD D. HINES 

COIIFfiF OF ARCHITECTURE FAII ?nn? 

IFailRFSFRIFS 

College ol Architecture Theater 

713.743.2400 or www.arch.nh.ethi/news 

The"Sense ol Place" series wi l l cover 

building in Houston, building in Texas, 

and building anywhere. Specific dales and 

lecturers to be announced later. The talks 

are Iree and open to the public. 

IRICE SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE 

FAII7nn?IFnilRFSF»IFS 

All lectures are Iree and wil l be at 7 p.m. 

in Anderson flail's I'arish Gallery at Rice 

University, l o r more information and 

updates, see www.arch.rice.edu. 

oming this fall in Cite: 

Stern judgment o. 
the Hobby Center | 

Plans and pollutant 
in Buffalo Bayou I 

And how th< 
Astrodome kille< 

rock and rol 

• • i 

The 

Powell 
Enduring style with modern imagination. The oiisby iwn. 
\ s it Premier Knol l Dealer, we oiler a comprehensive suite of recognized products, professional 

Ben ices with the Leading technology lo help shape lot lays changing office eiiviroii i i ieni. 

2700 Post Oak Blvd., Suite 300 

Houston, TX 77056-5705 713 629-5599 

Office Furniture and Interior Solut ions Houston's Premier Knoll Dealer 

http://ww.rda.nec.edu
http://www.rda.rice.edu
http://www.arch.nh.etlu/news
http://www.arch.nh.ethi/news
http://www.arch.rice.edu
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Buy the office chair 
and desk. 

Get the lounge chair and 
ottoman absolutely free. 

People are more likely to perform at their best when they're comfortable, which means being able to shift positions and 

redistribute weight often. Steelcase designed the luxurious new Leap WorkLounge - using patented Leap technology -

to support the back in a wide range of healthy positions. Think quietly while reclining, or flip the ottoman up and you have 

a work table and well-appointed chair. 

Leap WorkLounge is just one of the great Steelcase products available at McCoy Workplace Solutions. McCoy offers a full 

range of solutions, from application knowledge to financing, installation and maintenance. We use our expertise to help turn 

your workplace into a more efficient and productive environment. For more information, 

call (713) 862-4600 or visit www.mccoyinc.com. 

McCOY 
Workp lace Solut ions 

AUIMOHI/M) s l l l l i .ASI DEALER 

•it 2298 

% 

All'. •. I RS AR 1 

ous ton. 
. W E ' V E G O T Y O U C O V E R E D 

MAFNINGTON 
.,.. Classic VBimont Wood Flocu 

HOUSTON s PREMIERE WINDOW COVERINGS, COUNTERTOPS. A N D FLOORING 

UNCOMPROMISING QUALITY AT COMPETITIVE PRICES. FAMILY OWNED SINCE 1952 

VENETIAN BLIND & FLOOR <£ CARPET ONE 
2504 BISSONNET, HOUSTON, TX 77005 (JUST EAST OF KIRBY) 713.528.2404 

http://www.mccoyinc.com
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The Socred Heart Co-Cathedral (Olle J. Lorehn, 1912) as i l looked in 1940. 

Pole-iih Jake?: Parking-meter poles block the Rid 

Village's sidewolks. 

M e t e r Mad ness 

IN APRIL THE CITY of l louston surprised 

storekeepers in the Rice Village by 
announcing plans to install curbside 

parking meters; the storekeepers' uproar 

halted the project until |unc. Hut while 

business owners and city officials wran­

gled over the pros and cons of pay park­

ing, t l i f metal polis tli.it would support 

the meters were installed in the middle of 
Village sidewalks, where they inconven­

ience pedestrians and obstruct wheel­

chairs and baby strollers. 

Why block the sidewalks o i one of 

Houston's rare pedestrian-friendly dis­

tricts? The walkways in question lay 

adjacent to the curb, and Joel Alhrccht, 

assistant i Inel i lei k ol the I louston 

; Municipal Court, explained that in order 

for car doors and bumpers to extend over 

the curb, it's the industry standard foi 

meter poles to stand two feet away from 

the street. 

" I t just so happens," Albrechl said, 

"that the sidewalk had to be perforated 

because it happened to be in that place." 

—Robert Reiehte 

Sacred H e a r t ( B r e a ki ng) News 

THIS YEAR MARKS THE 90TH anniversary of the 

completion ami dedication ol Sacred 

Heart Co-Cathedral, one oi 1 touston's 

oldest religious structures. Unfortunately, 

it appears highly uitlikel) that the current 

Sacred I leart wil l survive to celebrate its 

centennial. In May 2001, Joseph A. 

Fiorenza, bishop oi the Roman Catholic 

Diocese ol Galveston-Houston, an­

nounced plans lor the construction ol a 

new cathedral that wi l l replace the exist­

ing Sacred Heart. The site for the new 

church was cleared in spring 2002. 

Designed by Ziegler Cooper Architects, 

the new 2,100 seat edifice will cost an 

estimated Ssn million ,\\\i.\ be constructed 

on propert) adjacent to the current cathe­

dral. A 200-4 completion date is projected, 

At the same press conference in which 

plans for the new cathedral were 

unveiled, it was also announced that the 

1412 cathedral would be demolished to 

provide room lor a plaza and increased 

parking space. The pastor ol Sacred 

1 lean, the Rev. R. Troy C.atcly. reportedly 

described the decision to raze the existing 

Sacred Heart as "difficult." The building, 

he s.ud, "has severe structural difficulties 

that would have cost millions to repair." 

Completed in 1912 as a parish 

church serving the south end of I lonsron, 

Sacred Heart was designed by Houston 

architect Olle |. I orehn in a iico-dorhic 

style and was constructed for less than 

$100,000, The cathedral's original urn-

nor was altered during a 1964 renova­

tion, but the buff pressed-brick exterior 

remains much the same as it was at the 

Iiins ot us dedication. In 1959, the 

administrative offices of the Diocese ol 

Galveston were moved to Houston. 

Sacred I lean was selected to serve as the 

co-cathedral (along with St. Mary's in 

Galveston) ot the renamed diocese of 

Galveston-1 louston. Its name was for­

mally changed to Sacred 1 lean I o-

Cathedral on December 24 of that year. 

besides its value as a historic struc­

ture. Sacred I lean is important to 

I louston's architectural history lor another 

reason: it is one of the few surviving build­

ings designed by 1 .orehn, one of the city's 

most important architects in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries. Born in IHtS4, 

I orehn immigrated to the United States 

from Sweden as a young man, and arrived 

in 1 louston from St. lo ins in 189? to 

supervise construction of the American 

Brewing Company complex. I ess than 

two decades after his arrival in Texas, he 

had become a leading figure in the move­

ment to professionalize the practice of 

architecture in the state, and had also 

designed civic and commercial buildings 
that constituted ,m important part ol 

I lousron's cityscape. Besides Sacred 

I leart, his works include the Binz 

Building (IS'94, demolished), regarded at 

the tune of its completion as I Illusion's 

first skyscraper; I louston l i re Station 

No. 7 (1899), which survnes today as the 

I louston l ire Museum; and the Noyce 

Hart House (1910) and W.T. Carter Jr. 

I louse (1912), both still extant. The 

existing buildings are all listed in the 

National Register of I listonc Places. 

Fortunately lor the historic record. 

Sacred Heart was documented this spring 

as a I listonc American Building Survey 

project. The documentation includes 

measured drawings, photographs, 

sketches, and a narrative history of the 

cathedral. With I louston's extremely 

weak preservation ordinance ottering 

scant protection for landmark buildings, 

such a project is virtually the only option 

remaining open to historians, architects, 

and preservationists hoping to preserve 

some recorded memory ol I louston's 

demolished historic structures. 

The project is a joiffl effort by vol­

unteer members ol the I listonc 1 louston 

organization, directed by l.ynn l'dmund-

son, and students from the University of 

I louston's Workshop for Historic Archi­

tecture, led by instructor Jim Arnold. 

Historic I louston recently received a 

$1,500 grant from the National Trust lor 

Historic Preservation to assist with the 

docuini in.in.MI. in addition to Sat red 

f leart, the volunteers and students also 

plan to document two endangered his 

toric residences, the W.I.. Foley I louse 

and the A.B. Colin House. A virtual tour 

of the documented buildings will be 

available on I listoric 1 louston's web site, 

www.historichoustoti.org. 

—Steven R. Strom 

http://tli.it
http://www.historichoustoti.org
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R e t a i I Rev iva I 

A PRIVATE DEVELOPER 

RESTORES SAN ANTONIO'S 

HOUSTON STREET 

Above: The intersection ol St. Mary's and Houston, circa 1925 
Right: The planned Hotel Valencia. 

ONCE SAN ANTONIO'S MAIN STEM for shopp ing 

and enter ta inment , H o u s t o n Street M l on 

hard tu rns al ter the m id - '60s as compet i ­

t ion f rom the suburbs d i m m e d its neon 

signs and shuttered lis simps. 

Scattered signs of l i fe reappeared 

s tar t ing in the late l'>SOs. W i t h city help, 

the Majest ic and Umpire theaters were 

restored as l ive venues and the i r office-

towers conver ted to market- rate apart­

ments. A former d ime store became the 

San A n t o n i o Chi ldren 's M u s e u m , and the 

old J . C Penney store is n o w home to 

Bromlc j C ommun ica t i ons , a ma jo r adver­

t is ing agency, St i l l , much o l the street 

remained derel ict , a v i r tua l ghost t o w n a 

block f r o m the teeming River Wa lk . 

Then in 1998 federal Realty 

Investment Trust o l Rockv i l lc , M a r y l a n d , 

i nat ional developer o l Suburban and 

" m a i n street" retail projects, bought 1 1 

propert ies on three crucial blocks o l 

Hous ton Street between the River Walk 

and N o r t h Presa Street, federa l and iis 

architects, the San An ton io off ice o f TD / I , 

envisioned t w o new hotels and redevelop­

ment o f most o f the exist ing retai l bu i ld ­

ings for use by restaurants, reta i l ing, 

apar tments, and offices. Projecting $150 

m i l l i on in pr ivate investment, federa l 

persuaded the c i ty to pr ime the pump 

w i t h a new park ing garage, landscape 

enhancements, and improved pedestrian 

l inks between I louston Street and the 

River Wa lk . 

I lie most visible result thus far is 

the 2 1 3 - r o o m 1 lotel Valencia, n o w under 

(.( instruction at H o u s t o n Street and the 

river. Several smal l h is tor ic bui ld ings 

were razed to make r o o m lo r i t , hut the 

San A n t o n i o Conservat ion Society per­

suaded federa l to w r a p the st ructure 

a round an IS^Os A l f red Giles bu i l d i ng , 

whose facade is to be restored. The 

hotel 's romant ic I ta l ian-v i l la s ty l ing may 

be pastiche, b in its complex 12-story 

massing effect ively addresses the River 

Walk , sieps back I rom I louston Street, 

and honors nearby precedents. A 

Miss ion Revival balcony f r o m one o l the 

de Iished ^i i iicturc s is to be expanded 

as a freestanding pav i l i on on a terrace 

very near its o r ig ina l l oca t ion . 

Economic realit ies have not been 

k i n d to Federal's redevelopment hopes. 

H igh Lusts tor s t ructura l repairs pushed 

residential use o f f the table. A site 

pegged lor a " b o u t i q u e " hotel remains a 

pa rk ing lot . Retai l tenants have proved 

elusive, though several restaurants have 

been signed. The upscale Pal steak house 

chain opened in 2000 and has seen con­

spicuous success. 

Federal has pressed on w i t h redevel­

opment . Now read) tor o l l i ce occupancy 

is the f ive-story fo rmer Vogue fashion 

store, its d o w d y gray paint s t r ipped 

away to reveal snazzy red br ick and 

ochre ter racot ta. The copper-faced 

canopy was reconstructed, and a l ternat­

ing b lank bays on one facade were g iven 

new w i n d o w s to match the or ig inals . 

We l l under way are mod i f i ca t ions 

to the fo rmer f r os t Bros, and Carl 's 

fashion stores and cons t ruc t ion of a 

cou r t ya rd and connect ing bu i l d i ng 

between them. N e w w i n d o w s and street-

level entrances are being cur in to the 

b lank wal ls abu t t i ng the c o u r t y a r d , and 

the street facades are being restored — 

f ros t Bros, has a par t i cu la r l y elegant 

Dcco M a y a n f ron t . Designed by R ia l to 

S tud io , the c o u r t y a r d is to incorpora te 

t i le w o r k by T w y l a A r thu r , meta l sculp­

ture and rai l ings by George Schroedcr, 

and punched-meta l l ight f ix tures by 

l u d i i h M a x w e l l — a d is t inguished ream 

signal ing federal 's h igh design aspu. i 

l ions. The upper f loors of this cluster of 

bu i ld ings are slated lor o l l i ce use, 

i nc lud ing the fu ture off ices of TD / I , 

f he publ ic improvements are all 

neanng comp le t i on . One b lock no r th o f 

I lous ton Street, a pa rk ing garage In 

A l a m o Archi tects includes street-level 

retai l space, and the facade design draws 

f rom the r h y t h m , scale, and mater ia ls of 

nearby histor ic fabr ic . 

The ambi t ious Presa Street r iver l ink­

age, by Beaty and Associates, is a w i d e 

staircase and terraced water garden ter­

m ina t i ng under the Presa Street br idge, 

wh i ch sacrif iced a str ip o f pavement to 

make the connect ion possible. 

The other new pedestrian l inkage, by 

Ria l to and TD/1, is incorporated seamlessly 

in to the river and street levels of the I lotel 

Valencia. Streetscape improvements, by 

Ria l to, 11VI, and Lake-Flato Archi tects, 

include some new sidewalk, add i t iona l 

street trees, and a dramat ic focal point in 

the fo rm of a dense grove o f palms at the 

intersection o f Presa and I louston. 

The tour ist ic t i l t o f federal 's tenant 

m i x thus far t roubles some observers, but 

it is hard to f i nd faul t w i t h the physical 

t r ans fo rma t ion , l iven i f much o f the rede­

veloped space is st i l l searching for uses, 

1 lous ton Street has regained much \ isual 

and arch i tectura l luster. It's s tar t ing to 

look once more l i ke the city's g lamorous 

and inv i t i ng l i v ing r o o m , al l set for the 

guests to arr ive. 

— Mike Gremberg 
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Bank on i l : The Farm Credit/Federal land Bank Building (Hedrick and Gottlieb, 1929). 

NOTES ON PRESERVATION 

ONE OF HOUSTON'S BEST small office buildings 

from tlu1 r*20s may soon he enjoying 

new leases on life. The Farm Credit/ 

l-'cderal I.and Bank bu i l d ing at the corner 

i>l L u n a r and brazos was designed by 

architects. Hedr ick and Ciott l ieb in I 929 

in the Spanish Renaissance style first 

def ined by Ralph Adams (..Yarn's MK\ 

W i l l i a m W a r d Watk in 's Jul ia Ideson 

Bu i ld ing , part o l the Hous ton Public 

I ibrary, across the street. 

The hank bu i l d ing has been vacant 

since monster ne ighbor Texaco Her i tage 

I ' la/a closed its leasing of f ice on the first 

f loor. C la r i on Realrj Services has begun 

in f rast ructure renovat ion pr io r to p u l l i n g 

it on the lease market . A t four stones and 

a to ta l of 50,000 square feet, the bu i l d i ng 

wou ld seem ideal tor a single o l t ice ten­

ant . The bu i ld ing is hooked to the 

Her i tage Plaza lobby, and connects by 

tunnel to the Doubletree Ho te l . 

The ou t look for the Robinson Public 

Waii 'bouse ,ii Mont rose and Al len 

Parkway may not be so sanguine. This for­

mer Sears, Roebuck & Company store was 

bui l t in 1928-29 on wha l was then bu l ta lo 

land valve only: The Robinson Public Warehouse 

(1928-29) it available for a low, low price. 

Dr ive. Sears moved our to South M a i n in 

] 9.19, but you can sti l l see the bricked up 

show w indows facing Mon t rose . 

Stan I Tcech Propert ies has placed the 

proper ty o n the marke t for land value 

only, presumably because the first f loor 

was severely f looded by t rop ica l s to rm 

A l l i son last year. The f l ood ing o l the or ig­

inal store n week before its g rand open ing 

in I 929 , f o l l owed by n repeat f l o o d i n g in 

19.VS, is wha t conv inced Sears to move to 

M a i n Street. 

— Ihirn' M o o r e 

2022 ^>ti>if}l 
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COLLEEN SHERLOCK 
EENWOOD KiNt; PROPERTIES • 713.524.0888 

MKG ART MANAGEMENT 
H O U S T O N • N E W Y O R K 

F O R C O R P O R A T E A R T S O L U T I O N S 

ART M O V E S . INSTALLATIONS, A N D I N V E N T O R I E S 

ART LEASING 
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BY N O N Y A G R E N A D E R 

"Notwithstanding all efforts to improve tin1 product, the American 
small house is still a pressing needy, hungry, confused issue." 

— Frank l.loyd Wright, Anbileitural forum, 19.18 

THOUGH THE NEW AMERICAN HOUSE grows ever 

larger, the small dwelling eotuituics to 
engage our domestic imaginations and 
challenge our design instincts. You know 
the type — two bedrooms, one bath, i 
starter home for some and a lifetime 
house for many. Whether because ol a 
tight budget, a need to build quickly, a 
confined site, environmental concern, 
or the desire lor simplicity, the small 
house has endured as a distinguished it 
bumble form of shelter. The small house 
is a dwelling reduced to its essentials; 
the insightlul editing required to reach 
that state has intrigued both architects 
and historians. 

The roots of the small house might be 
traced back to 1753, when Abbot Marc-
Antoine Tangier presented an extreme 
version ol the idea: a primitive but 
"pared down to four columns that sup­
ported an inclined roof of leaves to keep 
out ram and sun." 1 le argued for a 
reduction to the essential components 
ami warned against any item "added by 
caprice." The hut was a miniature 
proscenium where the beginnings ol 
domestic drama could play out — an 
archetypal house form full of possibility. 
The descendants of the hut are plentiful, 
and tin nigh the walls have been filled 
and the footprint enlarged, the scaled-
down program is still valid. 
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1. Primitive hut. Abbot Mnrc-Anloine Lougiei, 1753-

1. Cape Cad variations. 

3. Leviltown, New York, 1948. 

4. Marcel Breuer's and Walter Gropius' Chamberlain Collage, 1941. 

5. Le Carbinier's Le Cabanon, Cop Martin, 19S0. 

6. Charles and Ray tames' prototype (or the Expandable Little House, 1959. 

7. Project Row Houses, Houston, 1939/1994. 

In 1845, Henry D a v i d T h o r c a u spent 

S2K. I2 to comple te his 150-squarc- foot 

treatise 00 self-suff ic iency next t o 

VValden Pond. He band-bu i l t the cabin o i 

rough-hewn lumber, and its craf ted deta i l 

and pastoral set t ing gave it a presence 

that exceeded his goal of s impl ic i ty 

achieved independent ly . 

In the I Sil i century, the t a p e C o d 

house was ingeniously conceived to 

expand incremental ly , a precursor to the 

prefabr icated, expandable home. The hal l 

Cape C o d , k n o w n as the " h o n e y m o o n " 

cot tage, t rans formed in to the three-quar­

ter mode l when ch i ld ren a r r i ved , and 

then a fu l l Cape C o d as the fami ly grew. 

Af ter W o r l d War I I , Cape t o d var ia­

t ions and "comp le te commun i t i es ' ' such 

as l . cv i r rown, N e w Y o r k , p rov ided the 

SOUght-afrer t w o - b e d r o o m , one-bath 

model to accommodate g r o w i n g famil ies. 

A l t hough their houses were relentlessly 

similar, Lev i t towncrs embraced the idea 

o f a def ined space to cal l their o w n , a 

p lo t o l l and , and an open l i t mono to ­

nous) view. In fact, there was someth ing 

admi rab le in the sameness: a democraev 

o l size that fostered a neighborly a t t i tude 

o f equal i ty. 

These are just a few of the invest iga­

t ions in w h i c h bui lders and owners re­

sponded, tor var ious reasons, to the lure 

o l reduced square footage. 

harty modern architects also 

embraced the idea of par ing d o w n a 

dwe l l i ng to its essence, l-'or 21) years fo l ­

l ow ing the Depression, Frank L l o y d 

Wr igh t developed his I ' soman houses, 

o f fer ing p lann ing i nnova t i on and new 

const ruc t ion techniques in spite o f mate­

r ia l shortages. In the 1,.140-squarc foot 

Jacobs house, buil t in I'HcS tor $5 ,500 , 

Wr igh t placed the hearth and k i tchen as 

the center binge of public and pr ivate 

u m g s — w i t h al l in ter ior spaces open to 

an expansive garden. 

In 1941 , Marce l Krener. assisted by 

Walter Grop ius , designed a screened. 

wood-c lad dwe l l i ng that appeared to 

f loat above its rock base, re de l i nmg the 

t rad i t i ona l cabin and porch in cr isp m o d ­

ern vocabulary. A freestanding f i replace, 

the only bui l t in ter ior element, d iv ided 

the publ ic and pr ivate /ones. 

Far f r om Walden Pond (and a century 

later), Le Corbusier bui l t a one- room 

cabin in France. Clad in a more rusin. 

palette than his fami l iar prist ine bui ld ings, 

the retreat nevertheless offered insight into 
his thoughts on p ropo r t i on , w i t h the m o d ­

ular man inscribed boldly on the vertical 

w o o d facade. I or the single r o o m , I e C or 

busier designed furni ture that both defined 

(lie spai.es and directed a precise choreog­

raphy o l inter ior c i rcu lat ion. 

In i lie l l ) si Is. t harles and Kay l a m e s 

conceived o f an "expandab le l i t t le house" 

not un l ike the Cape Cod — grids o f space 

that cou ld be strung together hor izonta l ly 

or stacked vertically. As a p lann ing t o o l , 

the l imi ted ki t of parts offered a nearly 

l imitless variety o l conf igurat ions. 

Wha t is the lesson o l the small house, its 

lean and elegant legacy? I l istor ic I louston 

otters ,i i inge • >l dels. A series i il In >u-. 

es bui l t in 1939 on I fo lman Avenue 

demonstrates a mod i f ied fo rm o l the Llas­

sie shotgun-style house — one r o o m wide 

and several rooms deep. Fach room f lows 

to the next , w i t h no square footage 

squandered on entry rooms and hal lways. 

Instead, t ransi t ion comes in the fo rm of 

f ront and back porches, wh i ch extend the 

simple volumes to the streets and shared 

yards o l the larger ne ighborhood. 

Th is type o l rowhouse became the 

celebrated subject o l artist John l i iggers. 

1 le said, " A s I came upon this special 

potency, I to ld myself , hey, I've got to 

show this who le commun i t y as i l is, w i t h 

women on their porches, and show their 

meaning, that what they see and do t ru ly 

is dynam ic . " 1 l i iggers understood that 

these small houses were enlivened by their 

inhabi tants. I le placed impor tance on the 

house as a backdrop to dai ly rout ine and 

r i tua l , and he realized that the rowhouses 

gained power th rough repet i t ion. Thcv 

were enlarged by their sheer number and 

abi l i ty to f o rm an urban ensemble. 

In 1994, artist Rick Lowe led a 

g r o u p ef for t to rehabi l i ta te the (by then 

abandoned) 22 houses on H o l n i a n . 

Project Row I louses found a fresh use 

for the histor ic dwe l l i ngs , conver t ing 

them in to a v i ta l , l ively c o m m u n i t y o f 

gal lery spaces, hous ing , and ne ighbor­

hood services. 

In a very d i f fe rent mode , Fredr ick 

Leon Webster bui l t a three-story vi l la 

on Hyde Park Bou levard . He named his 

Med i te r ranean-s ty le t o w e r " I T n c o r e , " 

l ike ly a reference to his pos i t ion as 

d i rec to r o f the L i t t le Theate r o f 

H o u s t o n . Hy the elegant name, Webster 

showed aspi rat ions to fashion a g rand 

home in spite of the conf ines of a 20 bv 

22- foor lo t . In the Architectural (.m,!'-

to Houston, h is to r ian Stephen Fox 

observed, " I t is a p r ime example of the 

fascinat ion w i t h the q u a i n t , the d i m i n u ­

t ive , and the exo t i c that t yp i f ied 

Amer i can arch i tec tura l eclect ic ism 

in the 1920s. " 

W h a t is the fate o f the smal l v i n ­

tage I lous ton house? Arch i tec t D i l l o n 

Kyle has w o r k e d tor f ive \ca rs on an 

ex is t ing house in the Sou thamp ton area, 

where many smal l houses are replaced 

rather than renovated. Th is compact 

house — now Kyle's o w n home — was 

o r ig ina l l y designed by I l a rv in M o o r e 

.\\u\ I l e rmo i i 1 loyd in 1940. Kyle's 

t h o u g h t f u l insert ions and delet ions have 

resulted in a co l lec t ion o f m o d e m 

detai ls seamlessly st i tched i n t o we l l -

w o r n br ick and s id ing. W i t h l im i ted 

prospect lor resale, his re invented smal l 

house is a quest ionable investment. l int 

as houses cont inue to expand , requ i r ing 

greater resources to bu i ld and operate, 

Kyle's house serves as an admi rab le 

example of quiet reuse, p rov ing that less 

can be exquis i te ly enough . • 

http://spai.es
file:///cars
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T H E ( n e w s m a l l ) H O U S E 

1983-2002 

In Houston, a city that reveres the Texas model 

of "bigger," today's small houses offer a legacy 

of restraint — a mix of careful proportion and 

an abundance not of space, but of ideas. 

^ "200 CO 

In 2000. the Petite Maison de Weekend appeared to 

have landed on the lawn at the University of 

Houston's Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture. 

It was a primitive hut for the new millennium. The 

architects, Patkau and Associates, note that the 

name alludes to Le Corbusier's weekend retreat on 

the outskirts of Paris. This compact machine for liv­

ing is housed under a 20-by-15-foot steel-and-

glass roof. The unit contains a composler toilet, a 

propane-fired cooking unit, a photovoltaic system 

that converts solar radiation into electricity, a sink 

and shower that use water collected trom the roof, 

and a sleeping loft with storage for two 

The Petite Maison is currently in storage and 

will become part of the University of Texas Urban 

Ecology Research Park 
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Few have demonstrated the merits of the small 

house as effectively as Carlos Jimenez in his first 

project, his own house and studio, built in 1983 

and 1984. Jimenez chose to emphasize the impor­

tance of arrival and procession, usually a preroga­

tive of large houses. Stark white columns, set 

against a salmon-colored concrete block, framed 

an entry porch. Inside the square volume of the 

house, a vivid blue storage unit defined living and 

dining areas, and a sleeping loft floated above, 

with a view of the living space below. Like many 

ingenious small spaces, the areas were defined but 

overlapped, allowing the smaller parts to share Ihe 

whole. The house and its tree-standing studio (an 

additional 200 square leetl embraced a courtyard 

that naturally became an outdoor living space. 

"As my first built work," Jimenez has said, 

"this house contains both my initial and ongoing 

concerns: Ihe search lor language of simplicity and 

clarity: the exploration of spaces that allow for an 

intimate relationship with nature: and the restora­

tive qualities of light and serenity."" As his prac­

tice grew, new studio space enveloped the little 

house, but the ideas that informed Jimenez's first 

domestic investigation endure as a record of inno­

vative and restrained design that transcended a 

limited budget. 
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700 t o 

In a shady garden olt Griggs Road in southeast 

Houston, Anne Eamon and Mark Schatz are complet­

ing work on their handcrafted 700-square-foot 

house As architecture students, they were inspired 

by a need to create an affordable house lor them­

selves as well as fulfill several University of Houston 

class requirements. They borrowed, scavenged, 

camped, and built their way into a house of skill­

fully collaged materials, carefully placed views, and 

interior spaces full of sectional play and invention. 

Eamon and Schatz took their cue from two 

prominent trees on the site, structuring a vertical 

concrete tower behind a formidable oak and thrust­

ing the curved roof in response to Ihe arching 

canopy of an adjacent pecan More than a unique 

house to call their own. this four-year experiment 

has been a record of their emerging architectural 

concepts — as they call it. "a fragmentary scrap-

book of ideas." 
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In 1999. the Rice School ol Architecture Budding 

Workshop designed and built the Six Square House 

at Project Row Houses. Inspired by concepts and 

materials found in the neighboring houses, this 

modular structure (six over six squares) can be 

configured in a variety of ways. The initial prototype 

includes a small study overlooking a double-height 

living area, but a third bedroom may be substituted 

for the high space. The drilled pier footing at each 

module corner incorporates a screw-jack, which not 

only allows simple leveling during construction, but 

also periodic adjustment to Houston's constantly 

moving soil. The front porch serves as a functional 

extension of the living area as well as a visual con­

nection to the rest ol Project Row Houses. The 

screened back porch commands a view of the Third 

Ward community and the downtown skyline. 

m 
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"1,350 CO 

Cameron Armstrong, an architect strongly identified 

with the metal houses in Houston's West End, paid 

homage to Frank Lloyd Wright's Usonian houses 

when he developed a 1.350-square-foot home for 

Jeri Nordbrook and Terry Andrews. The zigzag layout 

contains public and private wings that view garden 

courtyards by landscape designer Sarah Lake. As in 

many of Wright's Usonian houses, living and dining 

spaces are combined; a grid of open kitchen shelv­

ing telescopes into the dining and living spaces. 

Armstrong says the series of spaces has "interlock­

ing margins, set more by visual cues than physical 

obstructions like walls or doors — making the 

house, although small, seem full of room." 

The house was completed in 1996. Recently 

Armstrong designed a small studio for Ihe house's 

second owner, attorney and artist Lucy Anderson. 

Currently under construction, the addition tests the 

small house's ability lo adapt as needs change. 
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The Fifth Ward Community Redevelopment 

Corporation developed two demonstration houses 

as prototypes lor use by Habitat for Humanity. They 

are located just northeast of downtown Houston on 

Gillespie Street, facing Swiney Park. Venturi. Scoll 

Brown and Associates ot Philadelphia donated the 

plans, and the houses were built in 1999 with the 

help of students from the University of Houston's 

Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture and the 

school's chapter of Habitat for Humanity. 

Although the two units' plans and basic 

envelope are virtually identical, the second-story 

gable fronts are varied, employing two of six differ­

ent elevations devised by the architects. The hous­

es are planned to be almost maintenance-free, 

with Hardiplank siding, painted aluminum roofs. 

aluminum parch posts and railings, and alu­

minum-clad wood windows. 
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"1,600 GO 

The Chadwick House is one in a series of dwellings 

(Dueslerhoft house. 1987: Saito house. 1993; the 

second Jimenez House, 1994) in which Carlos 

Jimenez explored the two-bedroom house in 1,600 

square feet or less. For Jimenez, these houses pro­

vided "an ongoing investigation into the expansive 

qualities that can be found within small structures 

and their volumetric plasticity."3 Unlike the typical 

boxes of Levitlown or the small ranch-style homes 

ot the 1940s and '50s, Jimenez's houses take 

advantage of vertical stacking. The Chadwick 

house, with three levels, optimizes sectional possi­

bility as high-ceilinged spaces mingle with more 

intimate volumes. The skillfully constructed eleva­

tions serenely enclose interior spaces while simul­

taneously offering generous views of the immediate 

landscape and the tar-off downtown skyline. 
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As inner-city land prices soar, il becomes more diffi­

cult lo avoid overbuilding, which is commonly justi­

fied in the name of resale. A dine-in kitchen, family 

room, study, and master suite are standard. So a 

new one-story, two-bed room home — designed in 

1999 by Dillon Kyle. Grace Pierce, and Christopher 

Knapp in the Alabama Place subdivision as a proto­

type for the speculative house market — shows 

impressive restraint. The design team wanted lo pre­

serve Alabama Place's character and scale without 

simply copying older torms. They chose metal and St 

Joe brick — low-maintenance, high-quality materi­

als. In some areas, a Hardiplank screen protects the 

wall Irom rain and sun, and creates a play of depth 

and shadow. 

i 

TV\rj 

i 
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In 1992, the early days of West End redevelopment, 

architect Natalye Appel designed a metal house 

that clearly indicated the vision of new homeowners 

in the area while respecting the modest scale of 

the existing neighborhood. Ingeniously sliding two 

shed-root volumes apart, Appel defined public 

and private areas while simultaneously creating 

intimate outdoor areas. A garden wail that has 

weathered to a warm gray-green is the first of the 

house and garden's several layers of privacy. 

Collections of artifacts weave through the house, 

filling the compact volume with memories and 

meaning. The combined kitchen, dining, and living 

area recalls the great room as the focus of all 

activity. Exposed wood trusses reveal the clarity of 

the structural system. 

— Nonya Grenader 

], Robert Farris Thompson, "John Jiiunt-r*, Shotguns 
<ii 1987: An American * lassie," The Art »/ John 
Biggtrs: Vitun from the Upper Room. Houston: 
[Tie Museum oif Fuu Arts, Houston, 1995, 

1. CMW Inltruadoiuil, Carlot limintz. Edited In 
t t^.ir Kicrj 0|L-d.i. Kliczkiiwski I'IIMI-JUT. l'»Wv 
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V 
View from the inside: John and Judy Mixon (and Ihe Rice Village) as seen from the Kirby house's third door bolcony. View from Ihe outside: The Kirby house, as seen from Ihe Rice Village 

B u i l d i n g : A L i fe T o g e t h e r 

ONE M A R R I A G E , T H R E E H O U S E S 

IN THE LATE 7 0 S , JOHN MIXON uught .1 Rice 

University class about zoning and lending 

law. Toward the end of the class, two of his 

pupils, architecture graduate -students Scott 

Ziegler and Michael Cooper, told John that 

they planned to use what they'd learned to 

go into business for themselves. They were 

going to design and build houses. "Scared 

the hell out of me," says John. If they lost 

money, he'd feel responsible. 

So he bought a house from them — a 

very modem townhouse duplex at 2.V10 

Albans, far more elegant than the 

Montrose townhouse he'd been living in. 

" I t was marriage bait," e\plams John. I le 

hoped to snare tal l , elegant Judy Lindley. 

Judy took the bait. She and John had 

the architects change only a few details of 

their design — the closet doors, that sort 

of thing — and moved into the townhouse 

in I9K0. They invited their friends CO a 

housewarming brunch, then supnsed them 

h\ getting married on the house's tiny can-

tilevered balcony. Scott Ziegler stood nerv­

ously in the freshly sodded yard. Ihe little 

balcony hadn't been designed to support 

an entire wedding party. Ik- worried that 

it might collapse. 

But the balcony held fast. And so did 

the marriage. 

John and Judy adored the townhouse 

on Albans, but after a while, it began to 

feel cramped. Judy's teenaged daughter 

lived with them, and the three " I them 

needed more closet space, and more room 

for parries. 

lmlv approached the new house 

as an adventure; she liked the idea ot 

building something entirely new every few 

years. John bought 32 I I Pittsburgh 

Street, a skinny lot in West University 

Place, and the couple interviewed 

architects. They picked Taft Architects 

mainly because they liked its principals: 

John Casbarian, Danny Samuels, and 

Robert Timme. 

This time, the Mixons worked with 

the architects trom the beginning. Judy 

told Taft that she wanted "a beach house 

in town" — not to mention three bed­

rooms, more closet space, and a balcony 

big enough to hold a group. John still 

favored the three-story arrangement ol 

the old townhouse. Taft translated their 

ideas into models, and the Mixons 

puked their favorite. 

The new house was decided!) posi-

ntodern — shocking among West U.'s 

stodgy brick Georgians. A piece on it ran 

in the New York Tii/H's Sunday maga­

zine, but the neighbors still didn't quite 

understand. Sifting on one ot ilu- house's 

four balconies, John and Judy laughed to 

hear passersby ask, "Is thai a house?" 

I i was, decidedly, a house: a great 

place for parties, and a great place for 

being alone. Judy especially loved the 

light in the "big room." Kvery time she 

walked into it, she gasped. Even after 

twelve years, the room's beauty still sur­

prised her. 

Judy's daughter grew up and moved 

10 Manh.iti in. and attei visiting her in 

1 W4, Judy returned to Houston with a 

new house in mind. This time, she told 

John, she wanted to be "where the 

action is," as close to the walk-around, 

hustle-bustle, shop-and-eat city as is pos­

sible in Houston. As soon as she'd 

unpacked her bans, they got in the car and 

began scouting tor locations. 

John soon found a promising tor-sale 

sign: A small, termite-infested rental house 

sat right on busy Kirby — just outside the 

western edge of the Rice Village, across 

the street from the I.a Madeleine bakery; 

but just inside the boundary of West U. 

Judy climbed onto the little house's roof 

and looked east. She could see all of the 

Rice Village, behind it lay Rice Stadium, 

tin- Texas Medical t enter, and downtown. 

She knew she'd found the right place. 

They bought the laud. 

Once they had the lot, the question 

was what to do with it. What on earth 

could you build on the borderland 

between quiet, residential West U. and the 

whizzing traffic of Kirby? John posed the 

question to a friend, architect Gordon 

Wittenberg. Wittenberg said that he'd kill 

to design that house. 

John and Judy were even more 

involved in the design of this house than 

they'd been in the house on Pittsburgh. 

Judy told Gordon that she wanted "a 

Tuscan villa in the cits." John said that, 

once again, he wanted three stoi ies. I he 

first would be for parking and little-used 

interior space, like the guest bedroom; the 

second floor would hold the kitchen, din­

ing and living areas; and the third floor 

would contain the master bedroom suite. 

As it happened, that three-story arrange­

ment solved many of the problems of the 

borderland site. Ihe second and third 

floor would float above the traffic and 

noise, ami olter the stunning views that 

Judy craved. 

Wittenberg and the Mixons decided 

to use a mix of modern and traditional 

materials — brick, but also concrete — 

and to give the house an unusual second-

floor loggia that could be closed easily 

during bad weather. That indoor/outdoor 

space would not only be pleasant tor par­

ties and reading the Sunday paper: n 

would solve a problem created by 

West U.'s building codes, whkh dictate 

that a house can have no more than two 

and a half stories, and that the third floor 

can be only half as large as the second. If 

West U. counted the loggia as enclosed 

second-floor space, then the third floor 

could be bigger. 

Hut how, exactly, do you find giganiii 

windows that open and close easily? The 

solution came to John while he was dm ing 

past the Mexican restaurant Two Pesos: 

Big glass garage doors. In Cordon's design, 

they gave the house a friendly, distinctive 

exterior. Later, when John found out how 

much the doors tost, he tried to talk 

Gordon into something cheaper. Gordon 

knew his friends well enough to speak 

frankly. I le didn't pretend that the doors 

were actually cost-efficient or the on I) DOS 

sible solution. The doors, he said, needed 

to stay because they made the design work. 

t ost-conscious |ohn finally agreed. 

Now John loves to show off those 

doors. He and Judy like the way thai the 

glass doors — and the whole house — 

glow at night, lit from within. They're 

happy in this house: happy with its high-

rise view, happy with its kitchen window 

that looks out onto West U., happy that 

it's liked by people who don't usually like 

modern architecture. 

But already, |udy says, she's thinking 

about their next house, • 
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The Wright Start 
Howard Rosenwinkel, the author's father, in 1962. 

GROWING UP 

IN THE 

GALE HOUSE 

B Y A N N R O S E N W I N K E L 

I N 1962, THE TEAR I WAS BORN, my parents 

purchased the Mrs. Thomas dale I louse 

by Frank l.loyd Wright in Oak Park, 

Illinois. Its bra/en canrilcvcrcd balconies 

had fallen off. Irs previous owners, rhe 

two maiden daughters ol Mrs. Thomas 

Gale, were said to be drunken old spin­

sters who her on the ponies. It was the 

haunted house of the neighborhood. M Y 

grandparents were not at ease with nn 

parents' rash decision to throw their 

money and young family into the project. 

My father, though, was a brave new 

architect. My mother was Ins Jackie 0 . 

By the time I was nine months old. the 

house was ready for the now five of us. 

M\ earliest memories are of sunlight 

streaming in through the ribbons of case­

ment and leaded glass windows, ricochet­

ing off the white plaster walls and the 

babies' towlieads. I stood M the top ol 

the open stairway gazing back at this 

sight while my mother dashed to the 

basement to stan a load of l.mndrv. 
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The author a! age 2. The Mrs. Thomas Gale House (Frank Lloyd Wright, 1909). 

The basement was m\ mother 's a lba­

tross. [ never heard her comp la in about 

this famous house o f ours un t i l she 

recently confessed that she w o k e up one 

icy m o r n i n g to t w o c ry ing , wet babies 

and no diapers. She ran d o w n the siairs 

to the co l d , concrete hasemem where the 

diapers hung to dry. She banged her head 

on a l ow beam. Af ter dragging herself 

hack upstairs to the l o u d , miserable ch i l ­

d ren , she lay d o w n on her bed and wept . 

Years later, w h e n we were out play­

ing in the street, t ou r groups came by. We 

w o u l d sneak up behind them and crack 

grc .ii |okes hki " . you mean I rank 

L loyd Wr igh t never bui l t his houses w i t h 

basements? W h a t is that r o o m we go 

d o w n in to when the to rnado siren 

b l o w s ? " M y parents were a l i t t le more 

passive-aggressive about streams o f the 

devoted peering in to ou r lives. They just 

hung br ight green-and-whi ie zigzagging 

M a r i m e k k o cur ta ins in the w i n d o w s thai 

spanned the front facade. 

In the morn ings my mother w o u l d 

come in to my r o o m and open those cur­

tains. The cont inu i ty between the in ter ior 

and exter ior was a pr ivate del ight in the 

summer t ime . Outs ide my w i n d o w , M M 

after year, we observed a squirrel 's nest 

w i t h generat ions o l famil ies in i t . I w o k e 

up to the song of spar rows thai had 

roosted in the ample overhangs, and to 

w a r m rays o l sun rousing my sleep) ado 

lescent bod)-. 

In the w in te r we were just gratefu l 

that the snow d idn ' t d r i f t in w i t h the 

w i n d t h rough the quar tc r - inch-w idc gaps 

between the lead and the glass or where 

the casements sagged. The me l t ing snow 

on the balconies d id d r i p th rough the 

cei l ings. In that season, the massive f ire­

place o f l ong , f lat N o r m a n br icks became 

the heart o f ou r rami l ) hie. We w o u l d 

roast marshmal lows there and d r i nk 

apple cider and agree w i t h W r i g h i thai 

leaks were just someth ing the d ign i f ied 

put up w i t h . A n d because the house was 

so earthy and lovely, my parents cou ld 

not b r ing themselves to have a T V in any 

of the common rooms. So we, as a fam i ­

ly, re. i lk d id gather a round the hearth 

and watch the f lames, even in to the '60s 

and 70s. 
The dimness o f those short w in te r 

days was accentuated by my father's t r ad ­

ing out a l l the bulbs in the exposed wa l l -

socket t istures downsta i rs fo r t ransparent 

orange globes. There was no other bu i l t -

in l i gh t ing besides these few sockets, 

l-rank L loyd Wr igh t was commi t t ed to 

un in te r rup ted planes. ] appreciated this 

when I spun a round on the d ra f t i ng chair 

that served as the p iano bench. I w o u l d 

imagine I cou ld wa l k on the cei l ing in my 

m ind and not run in to a m f ix tures. The 

t r i m was a pa th , s imple and beaut i fu l . 

O n the outs ide o f the house a fatter 

t r im ran al l a long the base. As k ids we 

chal lenged each other to " w a l k the r r i m . " 

We made it all the way a r o u n d , hugging 

the rough stucco, scraping ou r tender bel­

lies. That was a t ine way to spend a 

seven-year-old's summer morning, later 
on du r i ng the long evenings we wou ld 

l ump out o l the f i rs t - f loor balcony l ike 

jacks- in- the-box, r u n n i n g to k ick the can 

and sei the neighbor kids free. 

They d id need to be set free, o f 

course, because al l those poor l i t t le ch i l ­

dren l ived inside loathsome V ic to r i an 

hoses that Wr igh t ' s house argued w i t h . 

We l ived in the open space o f the pra i r ie , 

outside the box . W h e n we w o u l d tu rn 

a r o u n d , and look back across those wide-

d a k Park l awns , we saw the pointed 

wi tches ' hats and caves under the long, 

s loping porch sheds. And then we saw 

ou r house, a chest o f drawers left open by 

someone sure to be scolded. To ch i ld ren 

there was no argument at a l l , just good 

h id ing places. • 
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Some Assembly Requ i red 

E.L CRAIN'S COMPANY PROVED THAT READY-CUT HOUSES COULD BE EFFICIENT, CHEAP, AND ... CHARMING 
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DRIVE THROUGH THE TREE-LINED STREETS OF 

Chcrryhurst today and ymi will find pic­

turesque bungalows of the 1920s sur­

rounding a small park where children 

and dogs play. It does not look like a 

neighborhood of pre-fahricated houses. 

I veil if you take the rime to walk in this 

area, just north of Westheimer and east 

of Mandcll, it is impossible to tell that 

most of the original houses were actually 

built from pre-cut lumber according to 

standard plans. They vary in design, size, 

and style. In fact, they look just like con­

ventionally built houses of the period. 

In the ll>2()s, houses all o u r 

1 louston were built by the same local 

company that produced these: the Crain 

Ready-Cut House Company, l-'dward l.illo 

Cram's company built thousands of hous­

es and also developed entire subdivisions 

from scratch before his death in 1950, but 

Cram lelt only one street name that serves 

.is .i subtle memorial to his involvement in 

the city's growth: Kdloe Street, named for 

his son, Edward Lillo Crain Jr., merges the 

first and last syllables <>l their shared first 

and middle names.1 

Horn in Longview in I8N5, EX. 

t rain came to Houston in his early twen­

ties and initially found work as a bank 

clerk. Ky 191.1 he had established his 

own real estate business ami begun to 

buy scattered lots in Montrose and other 

new subdivisions, building one or two 

small houses at a time. Successful sales 

helped his finances, ami his marriage in 

| 9 | 5 to Annie Vive Carter, daughter of 

lumberman ami banket S.I. ( arter, could 

not have hurt either, for in I 917 Crain 

purchased the '['.[. \X ilhams ] louse 

Manufacturing t ompanv,-' 

Established only two years before, 

ifn- Williams company had produced 

small one- and two-bedroom bungalows, 

ready to be assembled on-site with pre-

cut lumber and materials. Sears, Roebuck 

& Company had been selling ready-cur 

houses through catalogues for almost 

ten years before Williams started his 

uin ip.nn. Inn W ilhams was the lirsi 

1 lousfon company of any size to do so. 

Its catalogue claimed that Williams' 

"single thick wa l l " construction tech­

niques produced stronger, lighter houses 

than traditional construction. 

With the Williams plant, located at 

I larrisburg Road and Baker Street, 

I rain could build Ins speculative houses 

more cheaply than before, in addition ro 

selling houses through catalogues. Crain 

changed the name of the company, even­

tually settling on the Crain Ready-Cut 

House Company. He moved the plant to 

the corner of Mi lby Street and Polk 

Avenue, increased the variety and 

improved the quality of the designs, and 

produced more substantial catalogues 

for their display. His catalogues distin­

guished between sectional buildings, 

made from pre-fahricated panels, and 

ready-cut houses, made from pre-cut 

lumber that then was assembled using 

traditional construction methods. 

Sectional buildings served primarily in 

industrial and commercial settings, while 

the ready-cut houses went into a wide 

range of residential neighborhoods.1 

I tain significantly expanded the 

company's activities when he established 

a real estate department. The comp.im 

bought land, developed subdivisions, and 

sold lots II I addition hi producing 

houses. By combining these separate 

functions wiihin a single company, t r.uu 

was in the lorefront of expanding the 

traditional role of the developer. In the 

early 20th century, housebuilding was 

general!) separate from the physical 

development of the land, streets, and 

utilities. The developer of a subdivision 

prepared the streets and the lots, which 

were then sold either I dividtials or to 

real estate developers, who would build 

the houses. The original developer could 

influence the character of the neighbor­

hood through deed restrictions and by 

providing architectural and construction 

services to buyers, but those buyers were 

free to hire their own architects or 

builders. The real estate developers who 

bought lots almost always used their 

own builders. The construction of entire 

neighborhoods of speculatively built, 

uniformly designed houses, which later 

became common, was unknown. 

Over his career Crain worked to 

integrate these two aspects of develop­

ment, I le started with Cherryhusi, a 

small subdivision between Westheimer 

and l-'aimcu ili.it D.b. ( lurry platted in 

190S and revised in I 9 16. Perhaps World 

War 1 slowed Cherry's development 

plans, for he sold very few lots. In 1921 

( ra i n bought the major portion of 

Cherryhurst for S94,.?«0, and Cherry 

deeded the remainder to the I louston 

Land and Trust Company. In addition to 

providing the building and design sen ices 

http://ili.it
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606 reetshorn, in the Woodland Heights: Built in 1921 for Beatrice Arringlon. I SI 1 North Boulevard: Designed by Briscoe & Dixon, but constructed by Crain Ready-Cut in 1925. 

o f t h f C ra in Ready-t ut I l iH IM- (. • >11Ii^-iiI> 

to buyers, C r a m prov ided f inanc ing. 

Coun ty records have preserved several o f 

his mortgages and contracts, One — a 

typical mechanic's lien dated Ap r i l 12, 

1922 — is for a l i ve - room brick veneer 

bunga low (Plan no. M 2 6 6 ) and l 2 - b y - 2 2 -

foot garage in Cher ryhurs t . The cost u.is 

$5 ,555 , a typ ica l 1920s price for the 

house o f a midd le - income Hous ton fami ly. 

In 1922, C r a i n bought a t ract east o f 

d o w n t o w n , n o r t h o f H a r r i s h u r n Avenue 

,M M i l b y Street, k n o w n as the John I. 

Brady I l ome Place, a n d f i led his first plat 

w i t h Har r i s C o u n t y tor a subd iv is ion 

cal led ihe Brady 1 lome A d d i t i o n . As w i t h 

Cher ryhu rs t , C ra in bought the land in his 

o w n name and sold houses t h rough the 

Ready ( ut House Company , hut w i t h his 

next subd iv i s ion , I ' ineview Place (p lat ted 

in 1923) , the C r a i n Ready-Cut House 

C o m p a n y was the o f f i c ia l owner. Located 

just south o f I l a rnsbu rg Avenue at 7 S i h 

Street, the site for I ' ineview Place was 

Lnrlv unp rom is ing , bordered on its t w o 

long sides by ra i l road t racks. 1 lowever, 

C ra in v isual ly camouf laged the t racks 

w i t h hous ing and p lan t ings , creat ing a 

picturesque bunga low ne ighborhood that 

he advert ised as " T h e Rose Garden o f 

H o u s t o n . " The o r ig ina l entrance gate­

posts and the many rema in ing bunga lows 

have suffered f r o m lack of maintenance 

over the years. I lowever, the ne ighbor­

hood survives and demonstrates a higher 

lex-el o l p lann ing and design than much 

of the surrounding area. 
T h * C ra in Ready-Cut I louse l urn 

p.iuv u.is .ilso the o f f ic ia l owner and 

developer ot Southside Plan- , at the inter­

section of Bellaire Boulevard and 1 J i m 

Street. The company bled the subdiv is ion 

plat vt l ib I l.i-1 is i oun t \ in l l ' .M and 

revised it in 1926. Hew of the t rain 

Rcady-t ut bunga lows surv ived the t rans­

fo rmat ion ot this ne ighborhood in to an 

upper-middle-class enclave du r i ng the 

'80s and '90s, but the generous c o m m u ­

n i ty spate at its center remains f r o m the 

or ig ina l p lan . Southside Place was proba­

bly the lirst H o u s t o n subdiv is ion to pro­

vide a s w i m m i n g pool and tennis cour ts 

for the use o l proper ty owners. Ma in te ­

nance o l these amenit ies was covered by 

an annual fee o f $50 per lot that was 

inc luded as a prov is ion in the Ai-cA. an 

early example of a subdiv is ion mainte­

nance f und . 

In add i t i on to I K deve lopment act iv­

ities in the 1920s, the t r a i n Ready - ta i l 

I louse C o m p a n y bu i l t houses fo r i nd i ­

v iduals in ne ighborhoods t h r o u g h o u t 

H o u s t o n . Mechan ic 's l iens in the H a r r i s 

C o u n t y C lerk 's archives record that 

C r a i n Ready -Cm Houses were bui l t in 

more than i s d i l fe rent H o u s t o n subd iv i ­

s ions. The Texas Genera l Con t rac to rs 

Associat ion 's m o n t h l y bu l le t in recorded 

a d d i t i o n a l cons t ruc t i on act iv i ty In the 

coinp.iin m Houston. Since Crain 
of fered a w ide range ot sizes, styles, and 

f inishes, its customers and b u i l d i n g sites 

were equal ly var ied . For examp le , in 

1925 bookkeeper Fred P. Yeagcr and his 

wi fe cont rac ted to pas t in company 

( 6 , 5 0 0 to bu i ld a s i x - r o o m br ick bunga­

l o w (Plan N o . M - 6 4 7 2 ) at 1906 

W r o x t o n in Sou thamp ton Place. 

One of the most expensive houses 

that the company bui l t was the house at 

1 s I I N o r t h Boulevard tor Cram's engi­

neer, Edgar G . Maclay. A l t h o u g h the 

house was designed by Briscoe and 

Dixon, the Texas General Contractors 
Associat ion's mon th ly bu l le t in recorded 

tha i Cra in Ready- tan House Company 

was awarded the $20,000 contract tor 

cons t ruc t ion o f the two-s to ry 

Medi ter ranean style siueco house. 

O n a more modest scale, in 1921 

w i d o w Beatrice W. A r r i ng ton paid $2,500 

for a fou r - room frame house (Plan N o . 

M 2 3 9 ) to be bui l t in Wood land Heights 

at 60f i reetshorn. The company sold 

houses to A f r i can-Amer ican clients as 

we l l , inc lud ing Veola |. Redick and his 

w i fe . The Redicks contracted in 1921 to 

pay SI.2.SN tor their f ive- room frame 

house to be buil t on I lerk tmer Street, in 

the I louston I [eights, w i t h i n an area that 

the or ig ina l I [eights planners had set aside 

for Af r ican-Amer icans. Redick w o r k e d as 

butler for the |aines I.. Au t r y fami ly on 

Courtlandt Place. 
Cra in Ready-Cut house designs gen­

erally were not except iona l , but they 

reflected popu lar styl ist ic t rends. The cat­

alogues never credited designers of the 

early t ram Heady < il l houses, hi l l . i u l n 

tect Charles O . Bovee w o r k e d lor the 

company f r o m 192? un t i l bis ret i rement 

in the late 1950s. Born in I S 9 I m 

W i l l i amspo r t , Pennsylvania, Bovee Mud 

ied and pract iced archi tecture in Buf fa lo , 

N e w Yo rk , un t i l W o r l d War I, when he 

was dra f ted in to the A rmy . The A r m y 

brought h im to Texas, where be was Jis 

charged f r o m C a m p M c A r r h u r at Waco 

in I 9 | 9 , 1 le w o r k e d in Dal las un t i l 

January of 1923, when Cra in ot tered h im 

the posi t ion o f chief architect in his c o m ­

pany. Bovee marr ied the next year and 

designed and bui l t a bouse for bis la i i i i b 

at 4 7 0 9 C lay Avenue in E a s t w o o d / 

W h e n the Depression halted the 

1920s boom in house cons t ruc t ion , ( ram 

Ready-Cui had to f ind a l ternat ive con­

s t ruc t ion w o r k in o rder to survive. 

Bovee's son Charles remembers his 

father's projects f r om this per iod — a dis­

t inct ive por tab le ice cream par lo r for the 

Da i ry land Ice Cream C o m p a n y and a 

por tab le short -order-restauraut bu i l d ing 

that rhe Houston-based Toddle I louse 

adopted for its cha in . (An example o f the 

latter st i l l survives at the intersect ion of 
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1906 Wronlon, in Southampton Plate; Built in 1925 lor Fred P. Yeogtr, a bookkeeper. 1718 Ckerryhursl: Built in 1921 lor C.W.D. ferrell in Cram's first development. 

South Shepherd and Harold. I The oil 

industry's need tor prc-tahricarcd, sec­

tional workers ' housing and (he construc­

tion of a number of camps tor the 

Civilian Conservation Corps also helped 

keep Cram and his re-named 1 louston 

Reads •( in I louse ( ompany going. ' In 

addition, t r a i n responded to new govern­

ment programs designed to help the hous­

ing industry. In fact, after the passage "I 

the Federal Housing Act, Grain began the 

most ambitious project of his life: the 

development of Garden Oaks. 

In March 1937, the Garden Oaks 

Company, with E.L. Crain as president, 

purchased a 7S()-acre tract of land north­

west of the 1 [eights, outside Houston's 

city limits. Only four years later, Crain 

wrote that the company had platted 

1,150 building lots, constructed ten miles 

of concrete roads, created parks and play­

grounds, and constructed 681 houses, 

must of which were financed under the 

II1A program. 

Though the development offered rel­

atively inexpensive lots and houses tor the 

middle class, Crain strove to incorporate 

the latest advances in planning, including 

curving streets and extra-long blocks laid 

out by the Kansas City landscape archi­

tects i lare & Hare. He kept many of Un­

original oak and pine trees and gave a 

crape myrtle tree and rose bushes to each 

homeowner. Recognizing that some home­

owners might use their own architects or 

designers, the company retained design 

control hs requiring that plans toi ans 

improvements he submitted for approval. 

Since Garden Oaks was |ust outside the 

I louston city limits, Crain used the latest 

legal means to provide services for resi­

dents, including the creation of a water 

disiriLt. The property deeds included 

provisions for a maintenance fund to 

care for the streets and parks.h 

J.C. Suttles took over as president ol 

Houston Ready-Cut 1 louse Company 

when Crain started the Garden Oaks 

Company, hut the 1 louse Company was 

still intim.itcls involved with the Garden 

Oaks development, and offered a series of 

pis wood homes dt signed to qualify tor 

FHA financing." liven as the 1 louston 

Ready-Can House Company converted to 

war work during World War II, produc­

ing workers ' housing, army barracks, and 

ammunit ion crales, i( also planned lor 

post war housing work. I hose plans were 

iik luiled in a 11|44 article ahoul prefabri 

cated houses that ran in the influential 

design magazine Arts and Architecture* 

When Crain died in November 1950, 

his sisinn ot a thriving Garden Oaks 

community was finally reaching fruition/' 

The entire pattern of suburban develop­

ment svas also changing, raking his prac­

tices of vertical integration and efficient 

building to extremes that led to a loss of 

the design variety ami picturesque plan­

ning that Cram had incorporated into his 

own developments. • 

1. Edward Lillo Crain |r. Telephone interview In 
Margaret Cullwnsnn. May 21, 20112. 

2. /Jo,,s/„.i Daily Port, July 4, I ' m . 
t. Summit: i.it ilnpins unlink- l'.|. Williams, oVr/er 

limit Hi win's îir l.css Minify. Houston, 1*1 J tpri-
v.ite collection); ( r.un Ri'.nly-l ut 1 louse Cum 
p.uiv, 1 Mm KIMI/V (-nt Itntiif tlitmpijtiy, 
Catalogue 6,1 ktuston, n.d. ,iud Chun Rtody < m 
and Sectional HaKseSi Catalogue J, Houston, ca. 
t^2s (Houston Metropolitan Hcacagch t entec, 
Houston Public I ihrary); and Crain keady-CuX 
House Company, Ready-Cut Homes, Catalogue 
No, 4, Houston, n.il. ll.ihrary oi ( oitju-cssl 

I i li.iik-s Bovee, "Recollections ot My Father." 
Typescript, 2001. 

5. l l .un It. Mi-nlle. "A Statement from ihc Pre­
fabricated Home Manufacturers Association. " 
Arts and Architecture Inly |944 l p. -12. 

6. K.I.. Oain, "Creating .i Well-lnienr.ited SuK 
division," Insured Mortgage Portfolio, 6, no.1, 
PP. in 12, i _ 19 
'Preview ol .i Post-war Prefabricated Home," 
Prefabricated Homes <, no, 5, pp, x 11, 21. 

B. Steidk, 
9. "Kins Santrda) foi I tome Builder t ram," 

Houston 1'int, Now-mk'r t, I'lsil. 
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Three b e d r o o m s . $ 8 6 K . Rea l l y . 

B Y D A N N Y M A R C S A M U E L S 

WHAT COULD BE MORE OXYMORONS than "a f ­

fordab le house"? N o b o d y , r ich or poor, 

th inks houses are a f fo rdab le . In fact, 

houses are expensive, whatever scale you 

p in ihem o n . Bu i ld ing them commands 

enormous resources o f l and , labor, 

energy, mater ia ls , and credi t , and the cost 

reflects that . A house is almost a lways the 

largest investment a person makes; as a 

rule o l t h u m b , you can a f fo rd a house 

that costs three t imes your annual 

income. You pay it back by l i teral ly mo r t ­

gaging your fu ture — of ten M) years o f i t . 

A n d more than ha l f o f wha t you pay 

back is interest (see sidebar, page 2™I. 

But interest, as cost ly as it is, has 

been at a moderate rate for an extended 

per iod . A n d th is , more than any other 

factor, has made houses more a f fordab le 

to more households, and to households 

w i t h lower incomes, than ever before. 

In add i t i on , H o u s t o n homchuyers 

.ire fo r tunate : Hous ing is more af fordable 

here than in any other ma jo r marke t in 

the U.S. in 2 0 0 1 , the median home price 

in H o u s t o n — S I 2 2 , 4 0 0 — was only 82 

percent o f the nat ional average. The 

median house in San Francisco costs four 

iniu-s .is much ; in boston, three times (U 

m u c h ; and in Seattle and Los Angeles, 

tw ice as m u c h . H o u s t o n boasts low land 

costs (even in some areas i 'I the ninei 

c i t y ) , l o w cons t ruc t ion costs, and a gener­

al ly laissez-faire regulatory env i ronmen t , 

wh i ch means shorter approva l t imes and 

lower compl iance costs. 

The c o m b i n a t i o n of l o w interest 

rates and l ow costs means tha i a large 

percentage o f H o u s t o n households are 

able to o w n their homes, and that pro­

po r t i on has been increasing despite r is ing 

In uise pi ices. I he lex is \ c \ \1 Re il 

F.state ( e n t e r estimates that in 2 0 0 1 , 

(>S percent " l I louston households cou ld 

a f fo rd a median-pr ice house, up f r o m 

s8 percent in 1989. So even though the 

median house pr ice more than doub led in 

that per iod — g r o w i n g 8.6 percent in 

on ly the last year — two - th i r ds of house­

holds are able to a f fo rd the cost. 

But wha t about the rema in ing th i rd? 

W h a t can they af ford? Assistance pro-

grams are c o m m o n l y targeted to house­

holds w i t h incomes in the range o f 50 to 

HO percent of med ian . The median in ­

come for a 1 lous ton fami ly o f f ou r is 

$59 ,600 ; using that number , the H U D 

website "a f f o rdab i l i t y ca l cu la to r " shows 

that a household w i t h hal f that annual 

income ($29,800) and a m o d i c u m of 

o ther debt (payments o f $300 per mon th ) 

can a f fo rd a house cost ing about 

$85 ,500 , wh i l e a fami l y w i t h an 80 per­

cent median income ($47,680) can a f fo rd 

almost S I 4 0 , 0 0 0 — more (ban the 

median pr ice. 

The p r imary f o r m o f help for house­

holds earn ing 50 to 80 percent of median 

income comes f rom a p rog ram funded by 

H U D and administered by Hous ing O p ­

por tuni t ies o l I l ous ton and the Ci ty o f 

Hous ton Depar tment of I lous ing and 

C o m m u n i t y Deve lopment . Th is p rog ram 

offers d o w n payment and closing-cost 

assistance o f up to $9 ,500 to a qua l i f ied 

buyer o f a new house. O ther grants can 

sometimes enhance the terms o f f inanc­

ing. I he result is that buyers, w h o are 

of ten short on cash, can get in to a new 

house foi .is l i t t le as $500, 

But al l those numbers and programs 

can be confus ing, and most f i rs t - t ime 

buyers need educa t ion , counse l ing, and 

plenty o f one-on-one assistance in nav i ­

ga t ing the complex i t ies of home-buy ing . 

Whether in the pub l ic or the commerc ia l 

rea lm, everybody w h o wants to get 

a f fordable houses in to the hands ot 

deserving buyers spends plenty o f e f for t 

he lp ing those buyers. 

But numbers and abstract ions tel l 

on ly par t o f tha t story. W h a t , 1 w o n ­

dered, can a fami ly mak ing hal f o f the 

median income actual ly buy? 1 set out on 

a tour d'horizon in search o f new, three-

bedroom houses that cost between 

$85 ,000 and $100 ,000 . A n d I f ound 

some possibi l i t ies out there. 

In Wa l -Ma r t land up past the a i rpo r t , in 

the sales of f ice of M i l l e n n i u m M o b i l e 

Homes , President Robby Kdmonston is in 

the do ld rums and plenty angry. Sales 

have been scarce since January 1, when 

Texas House Bil l 1869 took effect. Under 

th is legis lat ion, a mobi le home placed on 

proper ty belonging to the home's owner 

is no longer considered chat te l , but real 

proper ty , and must be t i t led and c o m ­

bined in to a single deed w i t h the p rop­

erty. Buyers w h o o w n their o w n land can 

no longer take ou t a personal l oan , but 

nuisi app ly fo r the more compl icated 

proper ty loan , wh ich requires land t i t le , 

survey, c los ing, and other t ime-consuming 

and costly operat ions. A l ieu against the 

mobi le home also becomes a lien against 

the proper ty . I f you miss some payments, 

not on ly is your home repossessed, but 

your fami ly fa rm goes too. 

Th is legis lat ion, intended to protect 

buyers f r o m aggressive and expensive 

f inanc ing, cms main ' marg ina l buyers ou t 

o f the p ic ture, a long w i t h the companies 

that f inanced them. The law excludes 

hardship cases and houses on rental 

property, such as mobi le home cour ts , 

bu t even so, i t has devastated the mob i le -

home market . Kdmons ton estimates that 

about 70 percent o f M i l l enn ium 's prev i ­

ous sales fel l in to the category affected. 

The manufac tu red hous ing indust ry has 

embarked on a lengthy process of hear­

ings and l obby ing , and aims for eventual 

amendments i<. the legis lat ion. 

Nonetheless, i f you wanted to buy a 

manufac tured home today, you 'd begin 

by choos ing your model and p ick ing 

mater ia ls , co lors , and finishes f r o m a cat­

a log in M i l l enn ium ' s s h o w r o o m . Single-

w ide uni ts come in three w id ths — 14 

feet, 16 feet, or 18 feet — and they range 

f r o m 900 to 1,200 square feet. The most 

popu la r models are l6- feet-hy-80-feet sin-

gle-wides that accommodate three bed­

rooms and t w o baths in 1,200 square 

feet. They cost $29 ,000 to $.16,000. 

You ' l l pay about $150 per m o n t h , and 

you can expect to pay another $180 to 

$200 per m o n t h to rent a 40- foo t -by -

100- foo i lo t in a mob i le home park. A 

more l uxu r ious doub le -w ide — that is, 

t w o units connected side by side — 

stretches 28 feet across and offers up to 

2 ,600 square feet — enough r o o m for 

f ive bedrooms and three baths. 

A f te r JfOU place your order, your 

manufac tu red home is p roduced at a fac­

to ry w i t h i n a few hundred miles of your 

site — maybe in Athens, Texas, or in 

Burleson or Seguin. The house is bui l t on 

a metal chassis, w i t h wal ls and roo f made 

o f convent iona l w o o d f raming . The fac­

to ry does most o f the f in ish ing w o r k and 

even instal ls the k i tchen appl iances. 

Two weeks after you place your 

order, your new custom house rolls up to 

your site. M i l l enn ium 's cont ractors place 

the home on a block founda t ion or, i f 

you selected a gypsum-board inter ior, on 

a poured concrete runner that provides 

more stabi l i ty. The house is t ied d o w n , 

and its wheels are removed. I f it 's a 

doub le -w ide , its jo in t is patched. A f te r 

the ut i l i t ies are hooked up , the house is 

ready fo r fu rn i tu re . 

If you wan t to l ive on your o w n lot 

inside the H o u s t o n ci ty l im i ts , t hough , 

you ' l l have to choose a more expensive 

o p t i o n . C i ty bu i ld ing codes tend to 



f i f e 1 4 o o i s u m m e i 23 

LJ 

i l . I 

an 

,Q± 

I 

>l 

ill 

WW 

MKRI 

PUN 

.'.Mr 

an 

cost/st 

Manufactured home 

Wherever you want 

Model 247 

Redman Homes 

1,200 square Feet 

$ 3 2 , 0 0 0 

$26.67 not including land 

WHAT Habitat for Humanity house 

Carverdale Community 

Standard Plan 
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WHO 

so.n 
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COST/Sf 

Houston Habitat for 
Humanity 

I.O5O square feet 

$ 5 9 , 0 0 0 

$56.19 

discourage regular mobile homes, relegat­
ing them to mobile home parks or lots of 
more than one acre. The manufactured 
housing industry counters by providing 
HUD-codc "modular homes," products 
that meet urban building code require­
ments in areas such as storm-resistance, 
plumbing, and wiring, but which other­
wise look pretty much like mobile homes, 
with identical floor plans and options. A 
modular home costs about $20,000 more 
than us mobile sibling, and averages 
about $45 per square tool compared to 
$25 per square foot for a standard 
mobile home, not including laud. 

A recent visit to Habitat for Humanity's 
sue at Carverdale Community, at Gessncr 
and I lempstead I lighway, found no con­
struction activity on a sunn) Saturday 
afternoon, hut there was plenty of evi­
dence of past activity. In the last three 
years, Habitat volunteers sponsored by 
institutions and corporations have built 
more than 50 homes on sites scattered 

through the neighborhood. Habitat for 
I lumanitv seeks to make homeowners of 
buyers with household incomes between 
$18,000 and $29,000 (.10 to .50 percent of 
median income) — a group thai falls 
beneath most other organizations' radar. 

To produce ultra-low-cost houses that 
these families can afford, I labitat relies on 
volunteer labor to build houses quickly, 
and it does this very well. To begin with, 
the houses themselves art ven sitnpk and 
standardized. A typical Habitat house has 
three bedrooms, one bath, and no garage, 
and it occupies less than 1,050 square leet. 
(Variants include a two-bedroom model .it 
1,000 square feet, and a four-bedroom, 
two-hath model at 1,100 square feet.) 
Construction is wood frame, slab on 
grade, with vinyl siding and composition 
roof. Over the course of five or six week­
end work days, volunteers raise the frame 
and trusses, then install roofing, windows, 
and siding. Contractors complete the inte­
rior finishing as well as the mechanical, 
electrical, and plumbing work. 

To sponsor a bouse, an organization 
pays about $50,000, which covers land, 
site development, materials, contractors and 
I labitat construction assistance. Buyers are 
carefully selected and coached. A typical 
Habitat house last year sold for $.59,000 
plus 300 hours of "sweat equity" — which 
is to say that the buyer helps build new 
I labitat houses. Not counting sweat equity, 
the buyer pays about $400 per month with 
a /.ero-percent-interest loan. 

According to Development Director 
Dave Daniels, Habitat of Houston builds 
45 to 50 houses per year, which places 
the group among the five top Habitat 
producers in the U.S. for more efficiency, 
the group is now consolidating its activity 
at a single site. This spring. Habitat 
kicked off a spring-summer round of 42 
houses in northeast Houston's Wood 
Clen. The 25-aere site will eventually 
accommodate 11 s houses. 

Meanwhile, out on the prairie horizon 

of far west I louston, at fry Road and 

I-1 0, in the sales office of Cypress 
Meadows, Koyce Builders markets an 
entry-level suburban dream, families 
are waiting in line to sec sales counselor 
(ius Ciarcia, who tells the would-be cus­
tomers how to buy homes that start just 
under $100,000. Garcia has sold 28 of 
these houses in the last 40 days. 

At Cypress Meadows, bigger is a 
bargain, A one-story, 1,197-square-foot 
house with three bedrooms, two baths, 
and .1 two-car garage costs $94,941); ,\ 
2,107-square-loot two-story, with three 
bedrooms and two and a half baths, 
costs $1 12,990. The smaller house fac­
tors out to about $80 per square foot; 
die larger, about $s4 per square foot. 
Garcia explains this discrepancy: Both 
houses have the same slab and roof 
area, and the same kitchen and bath­
room costs. As the size increases, build­
ing costs drop significantly. 

But the smaller house is right tor 
some buyers — [he ones who can quality 
for a loan with payments of $850 per 



24 s u m m e r l t! l) C i t e s 4 

• 111 

Royce Builders 

Cypress Meadows 

Plan 1197 

Royce Builders 

1,197 square feet 

V l | . ' J ' l " 

COST/SF $ 7 9 - 3 5 

£ 
*§ 

L fl 
' 

l ' r if\ r l 1 -<-** . 

P M 

son 

COS) 

COSl/SF 

Fifth Ward GRC 

Finnegan Park Place Court 
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EDI Architecture, Inc. 
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$80.71 

month, hut not $860 per numth. To qual­

ify for a $100,000 house loan, a buyer 

must have a family income of $26,000 to 

$34,000 (50 percent of median), and can 

expect to pay $900 to $1,040 per month, 

including taxes, insurance, interest, and 

principal, Garcia spends most of his time 

matching Ins potential buyers to suitable 

assist. 1 in. e programs. 

I In area's larger bomebuilders (such as 

Royce, Nul ionic. Meridian Homes, 

Parkside, Texas Colonial Homes, KB 

i lome, Hea/.cr I lomes, Fox Sc Jacobs, and 

US Homes) are rushing to supply the 

enormous market tor bouses that cost less 

than $100,000. 

I low can they sell a house so cheaply 

and still turn a profit? These builders 

start by developing land themselves, 

rather than buying it from a traditional 

developer, and by doing so save up to 

(6,000 per lot. The lots are small (gener­

ally 40 feet wide, rather than the 55 to 

60 feet commonly seen in suburbia); six 

to eight houses wil l fit on an acre, hi gen­

eral, the houses are built in 80 days 

rather than the usual 1'0 to I 1(1; pretahn 

cited wall panels are often used to speed 

construction. Plans tend to he squarish, 

with no costly projections on the side or 

rear. Ceilings are eight feet high; a 10-

foot ceiling would cost $2,200 more. 

Sometimes garages are not included in the 

base package — but when they are, the 

garage door tends to dominate the street 

front of the house. 

Of course, the merchant builders are 

working at the fringes, 10 to 40 miles 

outside the 610 Loop, where land costs 

are relatively low, and where thee can 

control the development costs. These 

products are very attractive to home-

buyers — what they see is good value tor 

the price, new neighborhoods with good 

schools, and maybe even proximity to the 

Inzer's workplace. Km looking at the 

same developments, urban planners see a 

car-dependent lifestyle that leads to a 

low-density, spread-out city form thai 

eats up land and resources at an unsus­

tainable rate. 

What are the options for buyers who 

prefer to live in the central city? Land 

often costs four or five times as much as 

at the city's edge, and development costs 

arc at least doubled. To squeeze the max 

i imii i i nuinhei ol units onto the land, 

developers build towiihouses, up to 2~ 

per acre, typically three to tour stones 

high. And people 111 the middle income 

brackets buy them. 

Perry I lomes has built block after 

block of three-story townhouses, trans-

torming inner-city I louston. Perry tries to 

create an "urban environment" by devel­

oping large tracts of land, several blocks 

in area, where it can build a hundred or 

more units at a time. Its "market-afford­

able" towiihouse is designed tor a buyer 

ol modest income — a teacher or a fire­

man. At ha Id win Square, in east Mid-

town, Perry oilers a three-story model 

with two bedrooms, two and a halt 

baths, and a " l ibrary" that can be used as 

guest room. At $210,000, it costs $116 

per square foot — about twice what it 

costs to buy a house on a large lor 40 

miles farther west. You pay a premium to 

be at the center of things. 

Henry Cisneros, former mayor of San 

Antonio and HUD Secretary in the 

Clinton Administration, wants to apply 

his insights to atlordable houses in the 

inner city. I lis American < lity Vista has 

joined forces with builder Kb I lomes in 

an effort to combine mass production 

methods and New Urbanist principles 

and bring them to neglected inner-city 

sites. They develop urban villages on 

vacated and often remediated industrial 

sites. Such a village would include 80 to 

100 two- and three-story houses that sell 

for $85,000 to $120,000. With successful 

projects in San Antonio, Dallas, 

California, and Georgia, the team is now 

developing a project in I louston, near 

I lobby Airport. 
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Gensler 
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The other major builders 111 the 

toner city arc community development 

corporations, which aim to revitalize 

inner-city neigh ho r hoods rather than 

make ,1 profit. Many CDCs have had 

trouble building houses, hut some have 

been notable exceptions to thai rule, 

k.ithv I'ayton, the new president and 

CF.O of f i f th Ward Community 

Redevelopment t orporation. has a high-

energy presence and a formidable com­

mand of facts and figures. The f i f th 

Ward CRC. she says, has hiull more than 

220 single-lamily houses in its ten years, 

and 45 more are scheduled for 20(12. 

In avoid .1 concentration of low-
income housing, the Fifth Ward ( R C 

seeks a broad range of buyers — families 

earning anywhere from >0 to I 15 percent 

of the median income. The CRC \ houses 

are generally built front 14 designs done 

pro bono more 1I1.111 ten years ago by f'Dl 

Architecture, Inc. The houses range from 

two to five bedrooms, 70(1 to 2,200 square 

feet, and sell for $65,000 to S 120,000. 

1 lie most popular plan is the I'eavy. I.IDS 

square feet with three bedrooms and two 

baths, which sells for $H9,|8X. l.or costs 

are $7,000 to $10,000, and development 

(that is, providing access and services such 

.is water and sewer hook-up) costs up to 

£7,000 per house. The CRCs own con­

struction company builds at $40 to $52 

per square loot — about the same as com­

mercial builders, but with the added bene­

fit of distributing the money to neighbor­

hood tradespeople. 

because land continues to be cheap 111 

some inner-city neighborhoods, CDCs 

have been able to continue offering 

affordable single-family houses on their 

own lots. It's m odd situation: In the cen­

tral city, only the very rich and the very 

poor live in detached houses; middle-

income families long ago reconciled them­

selves to occupying one-third of an urban 

lot and living on three or tour floors, right 

up against their neighbors. Hut in the low-

cosi end of the market, "everybody wants 

single-faintly," says Payton. 

Will higher land costs eventually cause 

O X s to consider higher density alterna 

tives? I ost escalation has already driven 

Avenue O X ! beyond its original Washing 

ton Avenue area, and the fifth Ward CRC 

is being squeezed north of HO. But beyond 

these close-in areas, there remain vast 

neighborhoods with plenty of potential 

sites. As long as the OK!s continue to 

develop on scattered sites, we will com nine 

to see tht urban anomaly o) single-family 

detached houses for a while to come. 

M) search around Houston showed that 

the marketplace has provided lots of 

affordable housing at the low end ot the 

price scale. The housing may not be 

where the buyer wants it, but it's there. 

All the options — manufactured housing, 

houses built by Habitat and the CDCs, 

and merchant builders' products — are in 

great demand. Highly developed mcJi.i 

iiisnis deliver the housing to grateful 

buyers, and eun buyers with marginal 

credit are able to find someplace to own. 

So what is missing? An architect 

might say "architecture" — even as 

nobody else seems to notice or care. Of 

course, the same could be said about any 

level ot the housing market, almost all of 

which seems to gel by very well without 

benefit ot architects. The question arises: 

Do architects have anything relevant to 

contribute to affordable housing.' 

The Fifth Ward CRC wanted to find 

out. In ll>'>,S, Mardie Oakcs, the fi f th 

Ward CRCs special projects manager 

and a recent Rice graduate, ami Michael 

Bell, a Rice assistant professor of archi­

tecture, organized a design ch.irreiie 

among 16 architects from Houston and 

other cities. (The charrette was spon­

sored by DiverscWorks, the f i f th Ward 

CRC, Rice University, and the Cultural 

Arts Council of Houston and I larris 

County.) The architects were charged 

with designing houses thai would qualify 

for down-payment assistance — which 

meant they could sell for no more than 

$103,000, Diverse Works displayed the 
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M c l n t y r c + Rab inowi t z , 
Architect 

I .2 IO .square feet 

$ 8 5 , 5 0 0 

cost/sf $ 7 0 . 6 6 

resulting ideas in the exhibition Sixteen 

Utilise*: 1 ttriti»i)i it Utilise in the City (see 

" low-Cos t Design," Cite 49). A jury of 

fifth Ward residents and arc hi tec lure 

professionals selected seven of the plans, 

and the CRC commissioned their archi­

tects to prepare construction documents . 

The C.KC found buyers, and the houses 

were slated for construction. 

For the houses to sell for S10 J,000 

or less, the construction could cost no 

more than $811,000. The architects 

struggled to meet that figure, and there 

has been a constant tension between 

architects" intentions and builders ' budg­

ets. Architects are reluctant to use the 

conventional materials and details that 

would make the builders ' numbers 

work. To make matters worse, the unex­

pected cost of a required city water serv­

ice added about $8,000 to the cost of 

developing each lot — and a year to the 

construct ion time. 

Alter three years, four of the original 

Seven houses remain in development. 

I 'heir construction costs have come in 

around S 100,000, which means that they 

will be sold for about $120,000 — too 

much to qualify lor the voucher program 

that originally inspired their design. 

Still, bringing a house to market for 

$120,000 is no mean teat. I he first of the 

designs, an elegant garden house on high 

piers by Deborah Morris of Morris 

Gutierrez Architects, is in construction. 

Houses by Keith Krumwiede. Carlos 

Jimenez, and Williams+Pizzini are slated 

to follow, kathy I'ayton is diplomatic. 

"The architects have had some chal­

lenges," she says. "Architects have cre­

ative minds, but creativity drives cost. 

The challenge still is in build a house 

without losing the creativity, but at the 

same time maintaining the aflordabiliry." 

Other architects' experiments, with 

more modest intentions, developed 

designs to blend into the surrounding 

neighborhoods. At the same time as the 

Sixteen Houses effort, Genslcr celebrated 

us selection as American Institute ol 

Architects Firm of the Year by designing 

and constructing a Habitat house. 

Hiulccil designs were submitted to the 

office competition; Paul I lomeyer's was 
selected. The two-story scheme departs 

from Habitat 's customary one-story, 

volunteer-friendly designs, but otherwise 

stuck close to Habitat 's standard prac­

tices: aluminum windows (but larger 

ones and more of them), vinyl siding [but 

wider trim sections), a porch (but one 

that wraps around two sides of the house 

and has simple Craftsman brackets). The 

plan is 24 feet square, providing 1,152 

square feet ol interior space. The living 

room, dining room, and kitchen are on 

the ground floor; the three bedrooms 

and one bath on the second. 

Meanwhile, Avenue t IK is build 

mg tour new houses designed b) 

Mclntyre + Rahinowirz, Architects. Here 

the architects adopt the developer tactic 

ol applying lour different elevations to 

one floor plan. Each 1,210-square-fooi 

house has three bedrooms and a bath­

room with two sink compar tments , 

what Rabinowit / calls a "one and a 

quarter bath." The scheme is a rake-off 

on .1 traditional bungalow, with picr-

aiul-be.un construction, front porch, 

cement liberboard siding, aluminum 

windows, and no garage. The architects 

worked doscl) with the contractor, who 

scrutinized every aspect of the design, 

but they were still able to provide front 

porches, wood floors, nine-foot ceilings, 

and some variety among the houses' 

exteriors. The construction cost is about 

$5 1.50 per square toot, or SM,<)<)<) per 

house. Nicole Miller at Avenue t I H 

reports that although the houses will be 

priced at $85 ,500 , a package of two to 

five grants can bring the cost as low 

as $56,000. 

Stephan Fairfield, the founding 

director of the fifth Ward CRC and an 

experienced player in the field of afford­

able housing, has an intriguing idea to 

make architectural design more readily 

available. As president and CFO ot 

( ovenant Community Capital, he would 
like to establish a large library of house 

designs available at a nominal charge to 

I DCs, builders, and buyers. Covenant 

would act as a purchasing co-op, gather­

ing workable existing designs or com­

missioning architects to develop new 

ones, paying the architects' tees, and 

spreading the cost over a wide base. I le 

foresees that all the plans would be 

based on a common menu ot details, 

materials, and fixtures, and that each 

would come with material take-offs and 

price information by contractors. 

Joint K. Spear, AIA, has had years of 

experience with affordable housing. The 

Houston architect is also a realtor, hous­

ing advocate, and p.isi chair of the 

American Institute of Architects' 

national housing committee. For him, 

the key to affordability is not initial tos t , 

but the house's long-term viabilit) and 

appreciation. To build wealth for its 

owners — most of whose net worth is 

represented by their home — a house 

must be durable , energy-efficient, and 

adaptable to future expansion. "If we 

are nor to build future s lums," says 

Spear, "we must not compromise long 

term maintenance or energy efficiency 

for initial cost ." Fqually important is the 

house's ability to grow and adapt as its 

owner 's needs change. Thus, the owner 's 

investment in the house retains and 

builds 111 value over time. In 20 years. .1 

house should be worth substantially 

more than its original cost. 

Such design goals are noble, but at 

the same tune modest. They call tor a cer­

tain kind ot design intelligence that relies 

on incremental evolutionary steps rather 

than grand design solutions. Affordable 

bousing should respond to user needs, 

understand and respond to its context, 

enhance its neighborhood, and be built to 

last. Spear has worked on a web site. 

Affordable Housing Design Advisor 

(designadvisor.org), a joint project ol the 

AIA, 1 I N ) . I ocal Initiatives Support 

t orporatton, and others, that espouses 

lust those goals to community housing 

providers. 1 les . Design Advisor does rec­

ommend retaining an architect.) A check­

list describes 60 key "design considera­

t ions" in the areas of parking, public 

open space, private open space, landscap­

ing, building location, building layout, 

ami unit layout. All ol these are simple 

and practical considerations, each illus­

trated by numerous built examples. For 

example, a picture of an entry p.nui 

shows 1I1.11 11 . ii- Lomlortabh handle 

plants, bikes, furniture, and people com­

ing and going. 

Fhe site is reminiscent of the builder's 

pattern books that guided developers in 

the early 20th century, resulting in the 

modest houses and cohesive neighbor­

hoods (such as Montrose and the Fleights) 

that have served generations of families 

very well, that have appreciated in value, 

and that we now love so much. Architects 

would do well to stud\ such examples, • 

http://designadvisor.org
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The High Cost of Financing 

By far the largest portion of a mortgage payment represents the cost of credit. John K. 
Spear, AIA, an expert on affordable housing, offers several examples. He points out that 
lor an average new merchant-builder house costing $226,680 (National Association of 
Home Builders statistics), 24 percent of the price covers the cost of the finished lot, while 
55 percent represents its total construction cost. The remaining 21 percent represents 
interim financing, marketing, commissions, and profit. 

If you pay 20 percent down, and finance your purchase with a conventional 30-year 
mortgage at a 7 percent interest rate, you will pay principal and interest of $1,206.50 
each month (or a total of $479,676. Interest represents 53 percent of what you pay over 
the life of the mortgage plus the down payment; the cost of construction is only 26 per­
cent. At an 8 percent interest rate, 57 percent of your payments plus down payment 
cover interest. Because of the structure of the typical mortgage payment schedule, almost 
everything you pay in the early years after closing is only interest. 

If you buy a typical "affordable" house, interest claims an even higher percentage of 
the total cost. For a house costing $100,000, with a 5 percent down payment (sometimes 
assisted through various programs), you will pay $632.04 per month at 7 percent; 57 per­
cent of the total payback is interest. At an 8 percent interest rate, a full 60 percent of your 
payment covers interest. If you buy a "starter" home that you outgrow in seven to ten 
years, you pay mostly interest and do not achieve much equity increase other than 
through inflation-driven appreciation. 

The obvious conclusion; The affordability game is more about soft costs than 
hard costs. 

- Danny Marc Samuels 

The False Promise of Technology 

Architects have often seen the problem of affordable housing as a problem in the tech­
nology of making houses, especially as applied to the structure and envelope ol the 
house: II only we could make houses with new systems, they could be produced more 
efficiently at less cost. Unfortunately, the historic path of building is littered with hopeful 
but failed experiments in this vein. Success has come instead with incremental, evolu­
tionary development of the wood-frame system used in most American houses for the 
last 150 years. 

Some of us may remember Operation Breakthrough, an optimistic 1970s effort of 
Nixon's HUD Secretary George Romney, fresh from American Motors, lo promote the 
industrialization of housing. Using federal grants, architects and builders looked for the 
amazing new material, joint, procedure, or design that would revolutionize the building 
process. Concrete systems, component systems, box systems, on-site, and factory sys­
tems were conceived and tried. Within a few years, the effort collapsed, with no lasting 
effects. 

Trying again in 1998, Clinton's HUD sponsored the Partnership for Advancing 
Technology in Housing, bringing together manufacturers, builders, code officials, 
research sponsors, and government agencies to coordinate research and development 
investments. The goals were lofty; reduce monthly housing costs by 20 percent; cut 
energy use and environmental impact by 50 percent; improve durability and reduce 
maintenance costs by 50 percent. The technology "road maps" identified were actually 
realistic: advanced panel construction; information technology to streamline the building 
process; and faster and better construction through systems methods and industrializa­
tion of the building process. 

But within two years, the PATH Committee of Oversight and Assessment pointed out 
the impossibility of reaching its ambitious goals. Reducing housing costs by 20 percent 
solely through new technologies was nearly impossible, noted the committee. Since less 
than half of monthly housing costs are related to construction, construction costs would 
have to be cut in half. The committee also observed that energy and environmental 
effects are so complex and interrelated that a measure that might be positive in one 
regard might be detrimental in another (for instance, increased energy efficiency by 
reduced air infiltration might diminish indoor air quality), or that to achieve real cuts in 
energy usage would necessitate higher first cost, rather than lower. 

The old wood framing system, however, has proved to be an evolutionary survivor, 
and has continued to adapt well to the American building environment. If you look at an 
1890 photograph of a western boom town under construction, or Architectural Graphic 
Standards from the 1930s, you will see fundamentally the same system being used 
today. It is strong, light-weight, low-cost, readily available, generally understood, and easi­
ly erected by a small crew with minimal training. If periodically maintained and protected 
from water, fire, and termites, it is indefinitely durable. Over its history, numerous refine­
ments have been introduced; slab on grade, plywood decking and sheathing, engineered 
trusses and beams, fast-grow lumber, metal connectors, aluminum windows, more effi­
cient insulation, and on and on. But the main line of development has continued. 

- Danny Marc Samuels 
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S u p e r M o d e l Homes TM 

BY KEITH KRUMWIEDE 

"We offer borne* ,uni lifestyles ... "' 

ON HIGHWAY 290, IN NORTHWEST HOUSTON, 

superstores otter cvcryd.iv low prices tor 

everything needed to stock the average 

American home and fuel the average 

American lifestyle. Wal-Mart, Home 

Depot, target, Academy Sports and 

Outdoor, and others populate a big-box 

landscape of high volumes and deep dis­

counts, hi 1997, a new player entered the 

big-box game. David Weekley Homes1*1 

opened the David Weekley New Home 

Center™, a 17,000-squarc-foot super­

store.1 This "one-sfop home shop'' 

turned the superstore concept inside out: 

It sold nor household goods hut the hous­

es themselves; not the small goods, hut 

the container. 

David Weekley1*1 positions his home 

superstore to he, like its big-box neigh­

bors, a category killer. The New Home 

( enter1*1 capitalizes on hig-box innova­

tions, adding personal service to con­

sumer choice and competitive prn.es. 

"Designed to sen ice the aeedt of cus­

tomers irom start to f in ish," ' il incorpo­

rates almost every conceivable component 

of the home-buying process; a map room 

of Weekley communities, on-site model 

homes, a show room of finishes and fix­

tures, and even a mortgage and title com­

pany to .issist in financing and closing the 

deal. This combination of service and 

selection generates an atmosphere of 

exclusivity by ottering what seems to be a 

Customized experience. 

1 lomebuyers can choose from over 

1(1(1 tlooi plans and, through consultation 

with a Weekley designer, "personalize 

their home [in one of more than 25 dif­

ferent subdivisions! with hundreds of 

design options ... and thousands of deco­

rator selections."1 After selecting .1 home 

plan, buyers meet their designer to final 

i/i tuiislu s and fixtures and an assigned 

a Personal Builder1*1 who supervises con­

struction of their "custom" home. The 

buyer can check construction status daily 

via a personal, password-protected 

1 lomebuyer web site. 

In the build on Your I ot program, a 

critical component of the New I lome 

Center1*1, buyers can even choose to 

build their David Weekley1*1 home any-

where in I louston. Weekley — the largest 

homebiiilder in lex.is. and the second 

largest in the U.S. — sells almost I ,()()<) 

homes per year in the city/ That volume 

creates an economy of scale that allows 

Weekley to compete across multiple sales 

brackets.'' More important, it creates an 

economic position that allows the builder 

to work on individual, scattered lots. The 

necessary economies ot scale, previously 

available only in large subdivisions where 

houses are constructed in a factory-like 

manner, are now distributed lot by lot 

across f lousion. Essentially, every neigh­

borhood becomes a potential David 

Weekley'*' subdivision. 
Marketing offers the consumer an 

entire philosophy of living at the New 

I Ionic C enter1*1. The homes are presented 

as the product of "over 20 years ot 

research into how people l ive."" Accor­

ding to sales literature, l.ifcDcsign1*1, 

Week lev "s residential ethos, is "an art, .1 

science, a unique ingredient in each home 

we build that enhances its value."11 

l i fe Design1*1 spins David Weekley1*1 

product out ol the ordinary cycles of sub­

urban marketing and into the world of 

custom construction, "ensuring that your 

home will live as well as it looks."" The 

sales experience transforms a more or less 

typical suburban home into an "innova­

tive design" achieved through "incompa­

rable choice" with "inspired service."1" 

The buyer is not just purchasing a house, 

hut a perfectly crafted and carefully mar­

keted lifestyli 

Marketing as Planning 

Marketing is everything — and not just at 

David Weeklev Homes1*1. It shapes both 

our products and our relationships to 

products. It effectively and efficiently 
transforms our world through formulas 

that connect consumers and producers in 

complex socio-economic equations, deter­

mining not only the style of individuals' 

lives but the appearance and performance 

of their collective environment — the city 

— as well. As everything is reduced to 

marketable product, it becomes increas­

ingly difficult to distinguish any values not 

directly related to increased financial 

return. In cities, the results are clear: 

Collective civic interests — cultural, social. 

or environmental — are swept under by 

waves of private development, immune to 

any value save the bottom line. 

This is not to say that other values 

disappear. In fact, they're touted, es­

poused, and, ot course, capitalized upon 

every day. You can't market anything — 

save perhaps stocks or bonds — by trans­

parently presenting its effect on the pro-

diner's profits. Added, apparently mar­

ket-tree values — patriotism, family. 

Main Street Americana, neighborlmess — 

provide the necessary camouflage to 

shepherd products safch to market. All 

111 inner ot goods ami scr\ ices, from phar 

in.Kcutteals to cities, are commonly 

clothed m co-opted value sv stems that 

construct visions ol the good life, free 

from everyday struggles. 

Cities — as marketplaces, the tradi­

tional domain ol marketing — are now 

literally constructed through marketing. 

Planning is dead. And not just in 

I liuiston, which is notorious for its lack 

ot /oning, hut is frankly 110 better or 

worse than any other sprawling American 

metropolis. Notwithstanding the recent 

popularity ol lifestyle magazines — 

Wiill/hiper'. Surface, Nest— that sell 

visions ol jet-set urbanity in plush, scxed-

up environs, the suburban dream and its 

attendant value structure still drives most 

current marketing. Since World War 11, 

the private, bucolic realm ol the single-

family home set among like-minded 

neighbors has symbolized comfort, suc­

cess. ,u]A security 111 an otherwise unsta­

ble (anil presumably unsightly I world. 

I hat suburban image, once limited to a 

city's edges, increasingly invades all terri­

tories, both rural and urban. The subur­

ban product workl now shapes virtual!) 

all private development (lor the most 

part, the only game in townl , turning 

every place, except perhaps Manhattan. 

into a Suburb, l o r the marketer as for the 

consumer, the suburban sylvan ideal dis­

places .1 dirty urban reality. 

Never mind that as cities expand our 

parents' suburban becomes our urban, as 

ours will must likelv he mil children's. In 

Houston, arguably the country's most 

suburban city, recent private development 

has reconcetved the older, more urban 

core — including yesterda) 's suburbs — 

as a new territory ripe for suburban colo­

nization. In the constant search lor new 

fields ol operation, private developers are 

http://prn.es
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now backfilling the Inner Loop with 

development products and lifestyles horn 

on its outer shores. Small city lots are 

stuffed with oversized McMansions or 

multiple townhouses boasting suhurhan-

scaled interiors; candy-colored strip cen-

ters complete with synthetic stucco pedi­

ments and plenty ol pav ing are placed 

along every busy street. Even when new 

typologies for housing are introduced or 

rediscovered —townhouses, lolls, or 

apartments over retail — they are clothed 

in the neo-traditional garb ol their subur­

ban COUSinS and often exhibit the same 

negligent behavior in regard to the public 

realm. Adjoining townhouses huddle in 

gated, insular enclaves or line block after 

block with a continuous wall ot garage 

doors facing the street. As development 

seeks new shell space in the Innei Loop, 

the complex mixture ol buildings and 

programs that defines a vibrant urban 

setting is replaced with the bland homo­

geneity of the newest exurban subdivi­

sions and snips. 

Writing about Houston in \^~H, 

British architecture and design critic 

Keyner banham noted that the city "has 

no native-grown culture with which to 

explain itself to the world. It has no fus­

i on to explain ilscll to itself even."11 An 

enthusiastic observer of American build­

ing culture and cities, Banham, in a one-

day tour of the city, astutely observed the 

"open game" ol land values, combined 

with the lack ol any geographic impedi­

ments or zoning, that then, as now, drives 

the speculative production m this city. 

but he missed the game's importance: It is 

the culture with which we explain our­

selves to ourselves. Ever since the Allen 

brothers gambled on the marketability of 

a bend in buffalo Bayou, Houston's 

"native-grown culture" has been real-

estate speculation. And marketing. 

Big-Box Urbanism 

Market mg-as-planuiiig structures 

I louston as a vast retail environment — 

not just a city of big boxes, but the mv 

as a big box. Wal-Mart, not only the 

world's largest retailer but also the 

I ^a-ousp;; G e o r q ^ ; d t o w : s e c t i o n 

Parisian boulevard! 

world's largest company, constantly 

manipulates its floor stock in response to 

real-time demographic profiling. As cus­

tomers check out, their purchases are cor­

related item by item with oilier purchases 

in.iJi m evi i\ othci store in the system 

Armed with that information, Wal-Mart 

adjusts the distribution of its products 

both globally aitd locally. In a similar 

manner, but without benefit of manage­

ment, real-estate product in I louston is 

constantly repositioned for better market 

performance. The city's streets — its 

shelves — are constantly restocked. New 

product replaces old, as suburban settings 

are displayed for sale throughout the city. 

The real estate products in Houston 

and other m.i|or cities are increasingly 

similar. That sameness has its uses. 

Mortgage banking and real estate devel­

opment protocols demand a certain level 

of design uniformity to best guarantee 

the maximum marker share available. 

Mortgages are traded as commodities, 

and a uniform product makes mortgage 

transfer easier. If each house were deeply 

different, then something other than a 

spreadsheet would be required to assess 

and communicate its market value as 

covered by the mortgage. 

Design distinctions offer no competi­

tive advantage in the housing market. A 

unique product, however innovative or 

intelligent, introduces an unacceptable 

level of financial risk tor developers and 

banks alike. Success sells, and difference 

is dangerous. With design reduced to 

replicating previous successes, the ques­

tion becomes how to distinguish an 

undistinguished housing product. 

As all real estate products — houses, 

townhouses. subdivisions, retail centers — 

become more generic, it becomes harder 

lor a builder to gam a competitive edge. 

Better product placement (exclusivity) or 

discount pricing (economy) offer advan­

tages, but both tend to reduce the poten­

tial size of the market. It is possible, how­

ever, to offer an essentially generic product 

under the guise of exclusivity, and to offer 

the appearance of distinction with the 

assurance of affordability. 

That, of course, is the magic of 

David Weekley's big box. 

SuperModel Homes 

behind the New Home Center IM on 

David Weekley Court sit three "Idea 

I lonies" that demonstrate "|iist how 

David Weekley's designs become buyers' 

dreams."1- Each home is styled — or, 

more precisely, life-styled — to show the 

advantages of purchasing a Weekley 

Home. The smallest, the Wilkins, is rela­

tively modest by current Houston stan­

dards; one story, two baths, three bed 

rooms plus Flex$paceSM — a Weekley 

term tor spacc-wc-don't-know-what-lo-

do-with-yet. The Wilkins' not-so-subtle 

l-reneh theme in blue and yellow carries 

through to the color-coordinated soeks 

and shirts hanging to dry in the laundry 

room. lit the kitchen, prints of Parisian 

street scenes line the walls, and a cook-

hook titled Backroad Bistros, Farmhouse 

fare lies open near a wicker breadbasket 

overflowing with baguettes. 

The Wilkins is not the smallest plan 

in David Weekley's arsenal. In fact, at 

approximately 2,200 square feet, it's 

almost 600 square feet larger than some­

thing called the Eastdale. But the Wilkins 

is clearly the starter house in the Idea 

I ionics tr io. 

62007 HAM • Horiww, 

The furnishings and household 

belongings indicate thai the home's lic-

tional family is a young couple with an 

infant and a toddler. The smallest bed­

room is furnished as a nursery. Stuffed 

animals fill the crib, and a changing table 

is slocked with I biggies. The second bed­

room, a little girl's, houses "Patsy's 

Puppet Playhouse," with the puppet 

actors hung from the theater's ceiling and 

an audience of dolls on the bed. The 

FlexSpace** is certainly the young father's 

domain — at least until another child 

comes along. The room is outfitted with 

fishing poles, nets, aquatic taxidermy, and 

fishing-related prints, t i n the desk sits ,i 

flat-screen computer by Props™, an elec­

tronics company that apparently reduces 

overhead by dispensing with circuitry. 

The master bedroom |or "owner's 

retreat," as it is known in most contem­

porary residential developers' plans) is 

least distinguished by any character 

trans except, ol course, a tastl foi the 

good life. A food tray with a plastic 

fruit-and-croissant breakfast sirs on the 

king-size bed. Clearly, this is just the 

beginning for the Wilkins family. 

Available for between $152,000 and 

$212,000, depending on location, the 

house is the first step in a three-tiered 

rise to the top ol the home market. 

I he second model on the David 

Weekley Court, the Collingsworth, meas­

ures almost 2,l>0<> square feet. It costs 

anywhere from a modest JI'M.OOO for 

the Urban model from the Build on Your 

Lot program to $485,000 for a Custom 

Classic version located at Cole's Crossing, 

described as "an exit from the fast lane 

... where the milkman still delivers."'1 (In 

fact, buyers receive six mouths ol free 

milk delivery! A step up from the 

Wilkins, the Collingsworth introduces the 

increasingly popular "children's retreat" 

between bedrooms two and three. It's 

described as "a special place just tor the 

kids, where they can do their homework, 

play games, or watch TV while mom and 

dad enjoy some quiet time with a movie 

or reading by the family room f i re . " N 

The room holds an easel and several 
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board names, a long w i t h a co lo r fu l array 

o l k id- f r iend ly fu rn i tu re . 

[Tie display model corresponds per­

fectly w i t h the idealized life o f Weefcley's 

l i terature, t h e kids in this house, rung 

t w o on the ladder to domestic btiss, are 

sl ightly o lder than those at the Wi l k ins 

and are s tar t ing to display personal i ty 

traits w i t h their bedroom furnishings. I he 

young gi r l in bedroom three is st i l l 

obsessed w i t h dol ls (an ant ique baby car­

nage sirs in her r o o m ) , wh i l e the young 

hoy in bedroom t w o is in the midst of a 

pol i t ica l ly correct cowboys-and- lnd ians 

phase. (I l is wa l lpaper shows an integrated 

Southwestern camp w i t h teepees and a 

chuck wagon) . Apparent ly (he boy also 

dreams o l g r o w i n g up to be Dav id 

Week ley1*'1. O n his desk, beside a toma­

hawk and beneath a Buffalo Kil l poster, 

sits a Props™ computer w i t h a sales 

report displayed on its frozen screen. 

Accord ing to the report . Props'111 products 

prov ide a cr i t ica l sales advantage to the 

home seller; for the past lour quarters, 

sales o f model homes w i t h l ' rops1 M elec­

tronics have outper fo rmed those w i t hou t . 

The Co l l i ngswor th 's FlexSpace5** is 

an op t iona l att ic r o o m complete w i t h 

dormers . Perhaps the c o w b o y - l o v i n g son 

chose its -.aloon furn ishings: sw ing ing 

doors , saddle barstools, cowboy boots, a 

ful l -sized John Wayne cardboard p lacard, 

and ca r toon c o w b o y w a l l cover ing . 

Several res in- f i l led, loam- topped beer 

mugs and a few bow ls o f stale popcorn 

sit next to unplayed hands at the poker 

table. It's as it a neu t ron b o m b has erased 

all the occupants w i t h o u t d i s tu rb ing their 

domestic dreams. 

By n o w , you feel as t hough you ' re 

spying on strangely perfect S tcp ford lanu 

iu 'v In several rooms, ( mhro idc rcd pil 

lows sport clever sayings: " I f you wan t 

the best se u in the house, move the d u g " ; 

" M y favor i te t h i ng t o make fo r d inner is 

reservat ions" ; and " I may have my faul ts , 

bur being w r o n g is not one of t h e m . " The 

unseen Weekley set decorator seems to be 

asking, " I l o w could anyone w h o lives 

this wel l be w r o n g ? " 

The Co l l i ngswor ths may not be 

w r o n g , but they ' re no t as r ight as their 

neighbors. The Winchester measures 

i,401l square lect and is priced as l o w as 

$227 ,000 on your o w n " U r b a n " lot . The 

biggest of the three Idea Homes , the 

Winchester st i l l ranks a signif icant notch 

be low the biggest, most expensive Dav id 

Weekley I lomes1 s |. (The Kramer, for 

instance, measures 4 ,500 square leei , and 

is avai lable at Cole's Crossing for about 

1500,000. ) But a m o n g the three Idea 

I lomes, the Winchester represents the top 

o f the ladder, the u l t imate in the three 

steps-to-success, Dav id Weekley New 

H o m e Center""1 supermodel series. 

As you enter the Winchester, you ' re 

greeted by the but ler — a f la t , stiff but ler 

cur ou t o f w o o d and painted to resemble 

a servant f r om Masterpiece Theatre. I le 

stands in the lover, ho ld ing a sen 111:•. n .n 

w i t h four crystal brandy snifters. W i t h 

this ar istocrat ic f lou r i sh , the scene is set 

A d inner party is about to take place. 

I n tin- lett u l the foyer, the table is set, and 

del ic ious- looking (albeit ar t i f ic ia l I desserts 

are l ined up on the sideboard. To the r ight. 

dark-stained w o o d wainscot ing and bui l t -

in bookcases line the wal ls of the l ibrary, 

which ie.nines an ant ique d rop- f ron t wr i t ­

ing desk and a crystal decanter t i l led w i t h 

faux Scotch. I ur ioi isly, l.eon l Iris's Anna-

geddon c laims a prominent place on the 

bookshelf. Has Dav id Weekley™ imagined 

rhe neut ron-bomb scenario as well? 

As in the other homes, the k i tchen is 

the picture o l good , healthy l iv ing. Plastic-

art ichokes wa i t i ng to be prepared on the 

cu t t i ng board , fresh herbs dry on a rack, 

and a can of Cihirardel l i coffee sits on the 

counter. A cornucopia over f lows w i r l i 

wheat on the island next to the range. 

O n the other side o f the spacious lam 

ily room, the owner's retreat is f inished in 

French neo-classical style. The wal lpaper 

shows a classical frieze, and framed beaux 

Arts prints hang on the walls. A breakfast 

tray rests on the o t toman, complete w i t h a 

fresh bow l of plastic strawberries, a plastic-

croissant — f rom the Wi lk ins bakery, per­

haps? — and an empty coffee cup. A photo 

on the dresser shows smi l ing grandparents 

w i th three teenaged chi ldren. Through a 

corner w i n d o w , a person relaxing in the sit­

t ing area could look out on to . . . an over­

f l ow ing dumpster in the park ing lot next 

door, The trash is conspicuously out o l 

place in this perfect wo r l d . Tor a moment , 

rhe i l lusion is broken. 

The three upstairs bedrooms sur­

round the requisite chi ldren's retreat. Th is 

retreat is clearly the doma in o f teenagers, 

The board game Clue (it was the but ler in 

the tu \ ci w nl i ihe brandy sn i f te i ! is hid 

den in the closet. C o m m a n d i n g far more 

a t ten t ion , a bookshelf/desk unit a long the 

wa l l displays what must he the complete 

Props1 M p roduct line — a computer, 

stereo, and television. 

The k ids ' bedrooms in the Winchester 

are the most ful ly developed spaces m the 

Idea I lomes. These chi ldren are ambi t ious 

and hard w o r k i n g , w i t h clearly defined 

dreams and ambi t ions, bedroom four is 

the romant ic traveler's r o o m , w i t h model 

biplanes, sailing ships, and hot-air bal­

loons accompanied by Victor ian-era paint­

ed wooden figures. In I he closet, t w o 

leather suitcases awai t duty. 

bedroom number t w o (i f only the 

occupants had names!! is home to the 

fu ture archeologist . Preh is tor ic - look ing 

models o l insects, a book on lossils, a 

g lobe, and an A f r i can d r u m sit among 

rat tan fu rn i tu re . M o s q u i t o net t ing drapes 

the canopy bed, and a Rtiiders of the 

Lost Ark poster hangs next to the door. 

The lasr r o o m , bedroom number three 

at the front of the house, belongs lo a 

young woman obsessed w i th architecture. 

She appears l i t t le interested in the teenaged 

1 lappings that annoy adults; o u h a leu 

desultory cl ippings of heart throbs and a 

homecoming r ibbon are displayed on a 

small tack board. This young w o m a n 

focuses on her goals. A wi re model o l the 

laffel Tower stands next to the bed. 

Framed photographs o f classical details 

hang on the wal ls , a long w i t h a surrealist 

montage of the inter ior of a Gothic cathe­

dral over laid on an Aigct - l ike urban street 

scene. A slipcover on the chair al the draft­

ing table matches a T'rank L loyd Wrighr-

inspired bedspread, The shelves are 

stocked Wil l i hooks on architecture (along 

w i t h , oddly, a copy o l \\i>inmy Dearest). 

Assorted Frank l . loyd Wright volumes 

keep company w i th a book of late 20th-

century skyscrapers, a technical draf t ing 

book. .\\\i\ Diana Agrest's Architecture 

from Without. A d rawing tube sits on the 

shelf in the closet, and nosy shoppers who 

open the drawer next to the desk f ind a 

collection o l draf t ing supplies. 

M o r e than any other r o o m in the 

Idea Homes at Dav id Weektey's New 

H o m e Center111, this last one — fi l led 

w i th archi tectural amb i t i on — is the most 

strongly l l iemed, M o v i n g th rough the 

homes on Dav id Weekley Cour t , it is 

ODl b u s how careful ly the domestic envi­

ronment is crafted to art iculate a progres­

sion through three stages in the life o f a 

successful family. Bin i lns last room — the 

end of all the family's striving? — is con­

fusing. W h y is this f ic t ional young w o m a n 

obsessed w i t h archi tecture, when architec­

ture is so clearly not the issue in Weekley's 

wor ld? W h y not medicine? O r law? 

because, as Brit ish artist Richard 

I l .uni l ton once observed, "Design is a sales 

w e a p o n . " i ' The designer is a market ing 

a id , I la tn i l ton argued; the fact thai some­

one thought about the design of a product 

is more valuable lo sales than ihe product 

itself. Dav id Weekley wields his sales 

weapon we l l , capi tal iz ing on archi tectures 

cul tura l cachel more than architects do. 

Weekley distinguishes his product 

l i m n other speculative residential con­

struct ion w i t h a marke t ing campaign that 

emphasizes his company's design intel l i ­

gence MU\ sensit ivity at every t u r n . W i t h 

typical immodesty, the website stales. 

" L i f eDcs ign ' N l blends the fundamenta ls o l 

design, archi tecture, engineering, physics, 

psychology, and sociology to create a 

home thai looks better — and lives better 

— than al l the res t . " " ' A n d at the N e w 

1 Untie C e n r c r m , archi tecture, a symbol o f 

suca ss and one o f market capital ism's u l t i ­

mate luxury goods, is made avai lable in a 

retai l format — the big box superstore — 

fami l iar to every Amer ican shopper 

If Bernard Rudofsky's Architecture 

Without Architect* were on the shelf next 

to Architecture from Without in die aspir­

ing architect's room, then the mechanism 

and message w o u l d be more transparent. 

Dav id Weekley I M is selling choice w i thou t 

r isk, exclusivity w i t hou t expense, "architec­

tu re " w i thou t the hassles associated w i t h an 

architect, hut all the real decisions have 

already been made — by the market. • 

1. New Home Marketing Company, 
www.nrwhintK-swii.liii.i.ci mi 

2. AJitiritpu.il New Home i eaten opened outside 
li.ill.is in |.mit.in 211(11 .mil in Austin in |,inu.irv 
2(1(12. 

3. www.J.ividW(.'i'klL-vliip|iti-s.coni/iilic.,isp 
4. IhiJ. 
5. www.il.ivnJuTi'klcy In inics vi mi/ new sip ii mi t,icis..isp 
h. www.d.lvidweek ley In line's.e'nni/se.ireh..isp. 

Searching rlis online database, tine ImJs houses 
ranging from ,i 1,700-squore-fooi $122,000 house 
I,, j 4,500-square l.pp.i 1525,000 house. 

~, www.d.iviJwi'L'kk'vhnincs.c'inii/davidtesBon.asp 
8. Ibid. 
9. www.d.ividwi,rWryliiiiiu-s/.ihi>iirus..isp 
II). Ihid. 
11. ll.iiili.im, Keynes "( ollect $2,000,000," New 

Society, Time 1'v. I""S. p, SOS. 
12. www,d;widwi'ckleyhmiH's.ci>iii/iilK..isp 
1I. wwu.d,iviJwe<-k]i'yli(>nk's.umi/l!iimimimty..isp? 

( omtmuMysl 1490000 
H. www,d,icidiUTkk-yhiiiiies.cpnii/}sriv.i,ytP!irpethi-r..np 
15. Haraik Richard "Persuading Image," 1*5', 

Collected Word* 19S3-198Z, p. 135. 
16. www.davidweefclcyhotnes.com/lifedeaign.aip 

http://www.nrwhintK-swii.liii.i.ci
http://AJitiritpu.il
http://www.J.ividW(.'i'klL-vliip%7Citi-s.coni/iilic.,isp
http://www.il.ivnJuTi'klcy
http://www.d.lvidweek
http://www.d.iviJwi'L'kk'vhnincs.c'inii/davidtesBon.asp
http://www.d.ividwi,rWryliiiiiu-s/.ihi%3Eiirus..isp
http://ll.iiili.im
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PLANNING, POLITICS, AND PEOPLE 

How Cities Work: Suburbs, Sprawl, and 

The Roads Not Taken hy Alex Marshall. 

Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000. 
24 I pp. SSO hardcover, S24.9S paper­
back. 

The Provisional City: l.os Angeles Stories 

of Architecture and Urbanism hy Dana 

Cuff, Cambridge, MAJ AIM Press, 2000. 
ISO pp. $40. 

Reviewed hy Terreiiee Doody 

Ask .1 cabbie bow to get to Carnegie Hall 
and he'll answer, "Practice, practice, prac­

tice." Ask a retailer the three secrets nt 

success and she'll say, "Location, location, 

location." Ask Alex Marshall and Dana 

Cuff the essence ot urban planning and 

the) are likely to answer, "Politics, poli­

tics, politics." Otherwise, Marshall's How 

Cities Work and Cuff's The Provisional 

City have little in common. Marshall is a 

journalist whose book reads like a long 

series of feature articles. Cuff is a profes­

sor oi architecture and urban design at 

UCLA; her book is built ot a long, thcory-

formed introduction to the detailed histo­

ries of live large-scale housing develop­

ments in 1 os Angeles from the 1910s to 

the present. Both in the end are mildly 

hopeful thai we can learn from their 

analysis of onr mistakes, but I am not sure 

their hopes can bear the weight of the evi­

dence they present. 

In How Cities Work, Marshall argues 

that they do work when they set the right 

relation between a place's basic economy. 

Us internal and external transportation 

systems, and the governmental decisions 

thai affect especially the means ot trans­

portation. Marshall calls cities creators oi 

wealth. What a city can make depends on 

the transportation systems that control 

materials and products and that get the 

workers to and trom the job; and trans-

portation depends ultimately on govern 

ment, the only entity large enough lu lay 

the streets and freeways and operate the 

ports. I he core of older cities was of 

course pedestrian, then expanded with 

trains, cars, and highways, which moved 

business and industry out of the core and 

into ilu suburbs, when the people had 

moved already. And though it is the auto 

mobile that made suburban life possible, it 

is not cars, he points out, thai cause 

sprawl; it is freeways that cause it. Su 
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urban planning has to begin with a vision 

of the whole and the power to organize 

on a large scale. 

To illustrate his points, Marshall 

examines four "cities": ( elebration, 

Florida, a New Urbanist development 

outside Orlando thai is owned and oper­

ated by Disney; the Silicon Valley; the 

Jackson Heights neighborhood of 

Queens, New York; and Portland, 

Oregon. Only Portland, obviously, is a 

city by any classical definition, and that 

is one ot Marshall's points. Things have 

changed. And (..elebration is not a city 

by any definition but that of Andres 

Dually, New Urhamsm's chief ideologue, 

in.I 1I1.it is one <'i Marshall's points too. 

New Urbanism is most successful as a 

rhetorical construct, Marshall thinks, 

and Celebration is nothing more than 

another car-bound suburban subdivision. 

Its main street is a highway; it does not 

have a real commercial center <>r its nun 

economy; it doesn't even have its own 

government Disney rules. And the 

homeowners' association and other 

(onus nt Common Interest Development 

that it exemplifies Marshall considers 

NEW AND NOTABLE 

The City in Mind: Meditations on the Urban 
Condition by James Howard Kunstler. The 
Free Press, 320 pp., $25. The author of 
The Geography of Nowhere in which he 
declared suburbia "a tragic landscape of 
cartoon architecture, junked cities, and 
ravaged C itinlry.idi'1 " now *MI-", • I-. linn 
dant eye on the urban condition. Through 
stories as compelling and diverse as Louis-
Napoleon's renovation of Paris, the bloody 
fall of Tenochtitlan, the grandiose schemes 
of Albert Speer, and the "gigantic hairball" 
of contemporary Atlanta, Kunstler discov­
ers what is constant and enduring in 
cities, and explores the terrible perversities 
of history that have brought cities to grief. 

The Nature of Order: Book One, The 
Phenomenon of Life by Christopher 
Alexander. Oxford, 480 pp., $75. In a new 
four-volume essay, the author of A Pattern 
Language identifies a common set of well-
defined structures that are present in all 
order, from micro-organisms and mountain 
ranges to the creation of good houses and 
vibrant communities, 77re Phenomenon of 
Life, the first volume in this masterwork, 
ponders the nature of order as a basis for a 
new architecture and argues thai living 
structure is at once personal and structural, 
related not only to the geometry of space 
and how things work, but to human beings 
whose lives are ultimately based on feeling. 

Case Study Houses by Elizabeth A. T. 
Smith. Taschen, 464 pp., $150. A unique 
event in American architecture, the Case 

Study House program, which oversaw the 
design of 36 prototype homes in Los 
Angeles between 1945 and 1966, sought 
to develop plans for modern residences 
that could be easily and cheaply con­
structed. Some of modernism's greatest 
talents — Richard Neulra, Charles and 
Ray Eames, Eero Saarinen, and others — 
generated highly experimental homes 
whose influence extends to the present. 
Here is a monumental retrospective of the 
program, with comprehensive documenta­
tion, brilliant photographs from the period, 
and, for houses still in existence, contem­
porary photos. 

Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping 
by the Harvard Design School Project on 
the dty& Rem Koolhaas. Taschen, 1,000 
pages, $50. In 1997 and '98, Koolhaas 
and his graduate students studied shop­
ping as a defining element of the modern 
city, and, in many cases, the reason for its 
existence. Targeting the U.S., Europe, and 
Asia, the students explored retail technolo­
gies, marketing strategies, and the hybrid 
ization of retail and cultural/recreational 
environments. The result is a selection of 
essays ranging from "Disney Space: 
Urban Template" to "Three-Ring Circus: 
The Double Life of the Shopping 
Architect," as well as hundreds of dia­
grams, floor plans, and photographs that 
illustrate the ways in which shopping has 
refashioned the contemporary city. 

— Michael Kimmins 
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"corporate fascism." l ie doesn't like 

New Urbanism, hut distinguishes Eastern 

versions or it such as Celebration from 

Western versions such as Portland that 

have grown out ol the environmentalist 

movement, 1 lis arguments against 
Duany's pretense are very satisfying. 

I he Silicon Valley, which used to be 

the Santa Clara Valley, is a city in func­

tion hut not in form. It has generated 

enormous wealth, but its shape is the 

unintended byproduct ol California's 

highway system. Marshall uses the Valley 

to discuss several issues: the ways the city 

and suhurhs have exchanged roles; the 

differences between European sprawl and 

American; l ewis Mumlord 's prescience 

about the effect ot cars on urban organi­

zation; and the fate of the earless pool in 

Palo Alt" and San Jose, l i ne of his musi 

telling anecdotes comes from a woman 

who has worked tor M) years in Meiilo 

Park, where the old town center has heen 

revived hv restaurants and boutiques. On 

the two-block-long downtown, arugul.i is 

available in 37 different restaurants. "1 

lust wish there was someplace to buy a 

bra or some underwear," she says. 

Marshall is very good with vignettes 

like this; he is less so, I think, in Irving to 

discuss what he calls the Death of Place, 

because be doesn't quite have a definition 

of place to begin with. It exists in nostal­

gia, but he strongly implies place must 

also be a densely centered area thai is 

c.isv CO visualize. The Silicon Valley has 

many lovely visual aspects, but u is more 

a concept than a field ol appropriate 

images and, therefore, a lesser place than 

Jackson Heights. 

Which isn't a city either, but a neigh­

borhood in a great urban complex, jack-

son Heights is important to Marshall 's 

argument because it is an "anachronism" 

thai still works as a portal for immigrants 

to enter the city's economy and the mid­

dle class. Unlike the poor in hast Palo 

Alto, the newly arrived in [ackson 

I leights have a pedestrian cent* i that 

gives them access to stores, services, and 

the public transportation that makes cars 

for everyone unnecessary, It has not 

become a shun, nor has it been turned 

LntO "a giant lem bar" like in many of 

the towncttes across Northern California. 

Jackson Heights is the historical and 

moral opposite ol Celebration and a clear 

example of the role government plays. 

Real estate developers do not do 1 I trains 

and subways, and their developments are 

not initially hospitable to Koreans, 

11,mi.ins, and Columbians. Marshall 

points out that a lot of older suburban 

sections have become ethnic enclaves as 

their original populations have moved 

even farther out , but this again is proof ol 

Jacksnn f b ights ' rarity and the changing 

roles of city and suburb. 

And |ackson Heights wasn't planned 

to be what it has become. If has evolved 

with its populations and without the 

large-scale convulsion D.m.y Cuff exam­

ines in The Provisional City. Portland, 

Oregon, wasn' t exactly planned, either, 

Marshall wants to say, because its 

"urbanism" is the successful offshoot ol 

environmentalists ' concern to save the 

surrounding Willamette Valley. To do 

this, urban growth boundaries were 

established by Oregon's regional and 

state governments: exactly Marshall 's 

essential point about the place of poli­

tics. Portland was turned in upon itsell, 

density was fostered, and affordable 

housing and public transportation were 

assured. They even wiped out parking 

lots to build buildings. Vet one of the 

reasons Portland has worked so well is 

that there are very few minority citizens 

there. It is not the sham Celebration is, 

hut it is not Jackson I leights, either. 

Marshall 's argument — abonl the 

economy, transportat ion, and govern­

ment — is so clear that it eventually 

seems sell-evident, until you realize his 

four prime examples are not entirely rep­

resentative ol American urbanism and us 

problems. Moulder, Colorado, tried to do 

what Portland did and failed. Marshall 

is also very repetitious. 1 would have 

Liked, in place of his redundancies, more 

passages like this: 

To survive, retail needs an astonish­

ingly large potential customer base. ... A 

Wal-Mart Snperienter <an require a ens-

tinner base oj a half million households 

within a 20-mimile drive, lint even a 

small restaurant or pharmacy requires 

high traffic volume ... by foot or by ear. 

Traffic volumes depend on transporta­

tion systems. Wat-Marts are totaled 

around key /leeway interchanges 

because it allows them to act ess a 

regional population base. Small stores 

can succeed in an urban neighborhood, 

but it requires at least 10,000 families 

within walking distaitee. whieh mean- a 

gross density of at least ten homes in an 

aere. . . . Manhattan can support retail 

in almost every hloek because it can 

pack 10,000 people into one hloek. 

The Provisional ( ity is suffused 

with such del.ills. ( ult's argument is 

denser and the question of politics not so 

simple. Her stories ol architecture and 

urbanism in Los Angeles are stories oi 

the long conflict between die progressive 

ideals 4)1 public housing and the practical 

victories ni private developers. Here is 

how she describes her project: 

The present exploration of architec­

ture and urbanism emphasizes the disrup­

tive over the i ontmuous, the spontaneous 

over the planned, short-term instability 

over long-term stability, the circumstan­

tial over the referential.... Eruptive build­

ing in i itie> dominates nur phenomenal 

observations, while the historian* long 

view digests such episodes with nana-
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tions of constancy and progress, I will 
make the case for postwar urban change 
as multiple convulsions, weakly linked in 
the I os Angeles context by ideology, regu-
tation, tiiitl infrastructure. 

The convulsion occurs to a part of 
the urban body which then becomes a 
discrete tone, operating with greater 
independence jrom its surroundings. 

Hut it is .m extreme version ... ,i vio­
lent upheaval in geographic, social, and 
individual (histories] that concerns me. I 
argue that these convulsions result from 
the political economy of property, urban 
policy .m,l its federal appropriations, and 
contemporary design ideology. 

I here is .i great sense of loss 

throughout this hook, and the politics arc 

complicated by several Forces these quo­

tations only hint .it. In her theoretical 

prelude, Cuff explains the deep conflict 

between America's mwstmciil in the the­

ory of individual property rights thai 

derives from John Locke and the conflict-

inn t'tiht <>f the government's eminent 

domain. This, moreover, is not simply the 

opposition between private and public, 

because the government has often ceded 

eminent domain to private developers, 

who claim public laud for themselves- in 

the name of progress and the single-fami­

ly dwelling. To do this, it is very often 

necessary to "create" slums. These, like 

Duality's theme parks, are also rhetorical 

constructs: not merely older buildings in 

poorer neighborhoods, but moral /.ones 

defined by their inhabitants ' turpitude, 

uucleanhness, ethnicity, .UK\ race. Slum 

clearing she calls "racial cleansing." 

Shuns, she says, are "conceptualized cpi-

demiologically," And public housing is 

also offensive to American property val­

ues because it makes the private public 

(which is the reverse of ceding eminent 

domain to developers), lavors the renter 

over the owner, sponsors mulnfamilv 

developments instead ol single-family 

units, and looks " l .uropcan," which 

means socialist. 

The historical background of these 

issues has many roots: in World War I, 

the Depression, the New Deal, World 

War II, women in the workplace, housing 

built for defense workers, returning veter­

ans, the baby boom, internal migration 

after the war, Mel arthyism, tenant loyal­

ty oaths, and the growing power of the 

real estate lobby. The progressivism 

embodied in low-cost public housing is 

ultimately deemed un-American sn | os 
Angeles can build its own Levittowns, 

In telling the stories ol those towns 

— of Aliso Village, Rodger Young Village, 

Westchester, Chavez Ravine (where a 

Mexican "mountain village" was razed to 

make the cilv s.ile lor the Brooklyn 

Dodgers I, and l'laya Vista — Cuff is able 

to deliver in great detail all the internal 

contradictions that give her argument 

such specificity and weight. Nothing in 

her accounting is typical; there is no neat 

teleology; everything is really complicated. 

Rodger Voung Village, for instance, was ,i 

development ol Quonset huts lor defense 

workers and never intended to be perma­

nent. Moreover, it was entirely integrated, 

atul the integration worked. When the city-

tried to tear the place down for a newer 

development, the citizens of Rodger 

Young organized and resisted. They 

weren't all crazy about the architecture, 

but they did realize their real social coher­

ence, their community, was maybe uuicjuc 

ami certainly invaluable. They lost, of 

course. In one of her chapter titles, 

"Rodger Young Village; 'Quonset I hit 

Community, '" Cuff registers an oxymoron 

too violent for history to bear. 

The other story of hers I like pits an 

idealistic housing advocate named Frank 

Wilkinson against his archenemy, I r i t / 

Burns, a real estate developer who in 

another kind of book would have been 

called a visionary. Burns was a Catholic 

and a big donor to the l.os Angeles dio­

cese. Both he and Wilkinson were also 

friends of Monsignor Thomas ), 

O'Dwyer. Wilkinson and O'Dwyer were 

in contact with each other every day for 

ten years until Wilkinson was investigat­

ed by the I louse Un-American Activities 

Committee and sent to jail. O'Dwyer 

received a mysterious sabbatical and 

never spoke to Wilkinson again. This 

episode does not explain everything in 

Cuff's long, rich, complex book, but it 

does tell us why, when money is talking, 

the poor are unheard. 

In the end. Cuff says she believes 

ili.it large, disruptive building projects 

need not be all bad, but the record of 

failure she presents is pretty conclusive. 

Marshall's scheme seems a bit too simple 

at this point, and I luff's history too com­

plex, to be easily translated into any plan 

ol actum. I heir brinks confirm each 

other's points, il seems, and cancel each 

other's hopes. The good things that hap­

pen in these books are never the result ol 

urban planning, but accidents as different 

as Jackson I leights, Rodger Young 

Village. and Marshall's own home neigh­

borhood; and in these places alone do we 

sense anything at all like community, the 

ideal that developers trumpet and slum 

clearance denies. 

After I decided not to go to Carnegie 

I [all, the cabbie got to talking, and you 

know what he told me the secret to com­

munity is? "People, people, people." • 

;... 

2426 Bartl<'tl #.'i I Inustmi. 'Irxns 77098 iii-iirlGrby&rt]ghway59 

7i:j/522-IM)HH '7l:vo22-5-rO? fax 

THE NATURAL SOURCE 
c a r p e t , r u g s & f l o o r i n g 

wool 

wood 

CREATIVE FLOORING 
• R E S O U R C E S • 

2410 Bissonnet • Houston, Texas 77005 • 713-522-1181 

http://ili.it


Timeless & Treasured 

\ 

B&B Italia 
The choice for ciual 
harmony 
and modern living, 
Harry, seat system designed by Antonio Citterio. 
www.bebitalia.it 

S120WOODWAY 

SUITE 3019 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 77056 

713.626.4249 

INFOt'oI'lUSKlASM < OM 

EUROPEAN 

CONTEMPORARY 

I'URNI I I• It I 

CONTRA* r Si 

KESI DENTIAl . 

http://www.bebitalia.it


Debner+Company O 
2000 Bering Dr. Suite 100 

Houston TX 77057 

T 713782.1300 

F 713.782.1332 

www.debner.com 

mailcenier@debnercom 

Classic design is something that every time you look at it, 
you accept it as it is and see no way of improving it. 

— Warren Plainer 

Knoll & Other Fine Office Furniture 

CORPORATE WORKSPACE SOLUTIONS 

IfllUsliill's 
I'l-cmitr 
Knoll 
Ihiilrr 

4*1 

C3 

S 

+ 
fl> 

Rice University 
Rice Design Alliance - MS 51 
P.O. Box 1892 
Houston, Texas 77251-1892 

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

http://www.debner.com

