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Joel Warren Barna is author of The See-
Through Years. He lives in Austin. 

Alison Cook reviews restaurants for the 
Houston Chronicle. Her work has been 
published in Gourmet, the New York 
Times Sunday Magazine, and the 
Houston Press. 

Tcrrencc Doody is a professor in the 
English Department at Rice University. 

Stephen Fox is a fellow of the Anchorage 
Foundation of Texas. 

Lisa Gray is managing editor of Cite. 

Cynthia Greenwood, a freelance writer 
in Houston, frequently covers the arts. 

Jean Krchnak curates the teaching collec­
tion of architecture visual resources at the 
Gerald I). Hines College of Architecture, 
University of Houston. 

Barry Moore is ,111 architect at Gensler. 
He is also an adjunct professor in the 
Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture, 
University of Houston, and directs its 
Workshop for Historic Architecture. 

Carrie Rushing is program administrator 
for the Rice Design Alliance. 

Danny Marc Samuels, FAIA, is a partner 
at Taft Architects and a visiting professor 
at the Rice University School of Archi­
tecture, where he is the director of the 
Rice Building Workshop. 

Mitchell J. Shields was managing editor 
of Cite from 1998 to 2001, 

Christof Spieler is an associate at Matrix 
Structural Engineers, Inc., and a lecturer 
in the Rice University Department of 
Civil and Environmental Engineering, 

Bruce C. Webb is a professor in the 
Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture, 
University of Houston. 
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a nonprofit educational organisation dedicated 
to the advancement of architecture and design. 
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The I f t th annual Rice Design Al l iance 

Ga la , " 2 0 / 2 0 , " celebrated rhe 2 0 t h 

anniversary o f its j o u r n a l , Cite: The 

Architecture ami Design Review of 

Houston, and the ?0th anniversary of 

R D A . Gala chairs Dee A n n and Yandel l 

Rogers I I I and honora ry chairs Susan and 

Raymond Broths te i t i we lcomed 1,000 

R D A supporter ' , to the gala, w h i c h was 

held on the east c lub level o f the new 

Rel iant S tad ium. Lauren Rotter and 1'ric 

Ragrii designed the eye-catching env i ron ­

ment. Graph ic designer H e r m a n Ell is 

Dya l conceived the O f f / s i g h t theme for 

the par ty decora t ions , w h i c h inc luded 

i l lus ions, g iant eyes, and a b lack, w h i t e , 

and red-al l-over l i gh t ing design. Party 

favor V iewMas tc rs inc luded a special reel 

nt M > photographs of I lous ion taken by 

Cite pho tog rapher Paul I lester. 

The gala recognized a number o f 

longt ime Cite con t r i bu to rs , a m o n g them 

Stephen Pox, Paul Hester, Cra ig M i n o r , 

Danny M a r c Samuels, Barrie Scardino, 

W i l l i a m F. Stern, L inda Sylvan, Drcxc l 

Turner, and Bruce G Webb . R D A presi­

dent J im Burnet t announced that R D A 

had signed a cont rac t w i t h U T Press to 

pr int an an tho logy o f Cite ar t ic les; the 

hook w i l l be publ ished in fa l l 2 0 0 3 . Lars 

Le tup , dean o f the Rice School o f 

Arch i tecture, and John Casbar ian , associ­

ate dean, received a Steuben Glass b o w l , 

donated by Ne iman M a r c u s , in apprecia-

n I i l ic school's con t i nu ing support o) 

R D A . l .erup and Casbar ian were cele­

bra t ing anniversaries o l their o w n : The 

Rice School of Arch i tec ture was 90 years 

o ld in 2 0 0 2 , and John Casbar ian had 

spent 10 years at the school . 

The U n d e r w r i t i n g C o m m i t t e e , headed 

by Jane Page, raised nearly .1400, , 

and C indy Reid's auct ion commi t tee 

raised more than $50 ,000 in auc t ion 

sales. The gala is expected to net R D A 

$260 ,000 , wh i ch w i l l suppor t the 2 0 0 1 

R D A programs, inc lud ing Cite. 

The Rice Design Al l iance w o u l d l ike 

to thank the f o l l o w i n g underwr i te rs and 

donors whose suppor t made the gala 

such a success. 
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I In- Rice Design Alliance would like 
in recognize and thank the following 
people wlin h.ive spent blood, sweat, 
and tears to produce CHe tor the 
past two decides, 

ldiiori.il Chairmen 
Cordon Wittenberg (1982) 
Stephen l-ox (1983) 
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Stephen Fox (1986) 
Bruce C Webb (1987) 
William P. Stem and Bruce C. Webb 
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Willi.im P. Stern .mil Bruce C Webb 
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h William F Stern, Palriclc Peleis. and Eliiobelh Gregory (Pholo by 
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THE HOUSE THAT JACK BUILT 

This is the house I This is the picture 
that Jack built. IH that sparked the imagination 

1 that led to the house that Jack built 

This is the couple 
that sow the picture 

thot sporked the imagination 
that led to the house that Jock built. 

I I 

Trelhgence 
Affinity 

This is Trtlligence Affinity 

thot captured the specs 

that trocked the changes 

that developed the floor plan 

thot led to the house thot Jock built. 

W I T H THILLICIDCI *rrIKITY ran flriiorirrui. 

YOU t i l l M«T OHLV MHCIIIIC MOU1II, VtU'M 

M U M I M I i 

To know Jock, download a free I t k l M j y by visiting 

our website at www.trellifencc.ctm/thal and see 

for yourself how much more efficient yqur next 

project con be • for you and your clients. 

Copyngfn• • :30IH Traaaarce, ire The TioofcwceiOBOoeivi.AinfWy logo ttafcn. 
ImE-oftncB AfMy *M Sauuxu u Bu*l On in Imhnrna of TnAQim. ex. 

Trelligence 
Wl»KW.I »»»!»«<»•* 

3001 KIROV DRIVE, 
SUITE 740 
HOUSTON, TX 77096 
•TT.iA4.3M4 Toll-free 
lnt0fltrelK9ence.com 
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Design for a Better World 

A THORNY S0OAI prob lem con f ron ted archi ­

tects and students w h o went head-10-

head in a cl iarret te moun ted by the Rice 

Design Al l iance this summer. D u r i n g the 

jur ied compet i t i on on August 10, par t ic i ­

pants designed a homeless shelter for a 

pricey, b lock w ide lot in the heart o f 

M i d t o w n , where af f luent homeowners 

dream of Montrose-s ty le gen t r i f i ca t ion . 

1 \ C I I before compet i to rs gathered in 

a second-f loor s tud io inside the Gera ld D. 

1 I N K S Col lege o f Arch i tec ture at the 

Univers i ty o i I l ous ton , a M i d l o w n resi­

dent , unaware the shelter being discussed 

was hypothe t ica l , e-mai led a compla in t to 

c l iarret te u rgan i /e r | n j \ l l e i k . 

The proposed site sat squarely a long 

M a i n Street's new l igh t - ra i l system. It was 

south across M c G o w a n f r o m the I.one 

Star t . i d i l l . u dealership, and was f lanked 

by a Vietnamese restaurant on Travis .u\d 

The Grci'Hsbivt's. bu i l d i ng o n M a i n . 

A m o n g the tour judges was I )nn 

1 l a l l , w h o directs the mob i le outreach 

p rog ram for S I . A K C i l l , a nonp ro f i t g r o u p 

ihat serves the homeless. H a l l , fo rmer ly 

homeless himself , spoke to par t ic ipants 

about the need to imbue h u n g spaces 

w i t h green space and airy, l ight - l i l led 

cour tyards in order to humanize thent. 

He discouraged the use o f p r ison- l i ke 

wards lor people w h o are already beaten 

d o w n by society. 

Part ic ipants considered M i d t o w n ' s 

expensive real estate costs, its var ied pop­

u la t i on , and .1 lew theoret ical budget con­

straints on cons t ruc t ion , maintenance, 

and staff. They also devised arch i tectura l 

solut ions to give shelter residents safety, 

pr ivacy, and d ign i l y du r ing their stay. 

Throughout the project , four teams p ro ­

posed bui ld ings that w o u l d encourage 

residents to break free o f homelessncss. 

t l iarles Sims, pr inc ipa l o f Char les 

Fdgar Sims Archi tects and Planners and a 

solo par t i c ipan t , envis ioned a bu i l d ing 

w u h repair shops where residents cou ld 

make salable products and ma in ta in the 

bu i l d ing themselves. 

A f ive-person team envis ioned the 

shelter as a six-story mid-r ise w i t h fea­

tures that w o u l d encourage residents to 

mingle w i t h the ne ighborhood . The 

g round Moor w o u l d consist o f a pub l ic 

park accessible to residents, business pen 

pie, and anyone w a i t i n g at the nearby 

l ight - ra i l s ta t ion . Inside, retai l shops i l i .u 

attract pedestr ian t raf f ic w o u l d serve as a 

revenue source for the owner and devel­

oper. Job t ra in ing services w o u l d go on 

the second f loor. Both shops and services 

w o u l d of fer emp loymen t and empower ­

ment to residents, said Dav id W y u n 

Rob inson , architect and pr inc ipa l o f the 

Robinson Arch i tec ture Workshop . 

The f ive-person team also designed 

.1 m o d u l a r b u i l d i n g that c o u l d be a l te red 

i l the homeless p o p u l a t i o n sh rank . " A s 

homelessiiess d im in i shes , the b u i l d i n g 

ac tua l l y decreases in s ize , " exp la ined 

M a t t h e w B r u g m a n , a student en ro l led 

concu r ren t l y at the Texas Academy of 

Ma thema t i cs and Science and the 

Un ive rs i t y o f N o r t h Texas. Such f l e x i b i l ­

i ty is based o n pr inc ip les app l ied 10 

bu i ld ings fo r the homeless in Germany . 

Ano the r team proposed ways tha i 

the homeless m igh t create a l i ve l i hood 

and some day buy their o w n r o o m on 

the premises. As more o f the homeless 

o w n e d thei r o w n r o o m s , the sheltei 

w o u l d then t u r n i n t o a low-cost condo­

m i n i u m c o m p l e x . 

Hec to r M o r e n o , a team member 

f r o m Kirksey Arch i tects , said that he 

believes tha i architects can help solve the 

prob lems of homelessiiess. " W e can be 

advocates for the spatial needs o f the 

urban env i ronment as wel l as the users," 

said M o r e n o . — Cynthia ('•rcenwood 

Switzerland Via Dallas 

THE RICE DESIGN ALUANCE has k ind led a partner­

ship w i t h the Dallas Archi tecture Forum 

for its spr ing 200? lecture series, "Swiss 

M a d e , " Simi lar in mission to R D A but 25 

years younger, the Dal las g roup provides a 

con t inu ing and chal lenging publ ic dis­

course on archi tecture and urban design 

in the Dal las area. The series co l labora­

t ion began w i t h a conversat ion between 

R D A board member W i l l i a m F. Stern and 

Dal las Archi tecture Forum board member 

F.d Baum. bars l .erup, dean o f the Rice 

School of Arch i tecture, w h i c h once had a 

satell ite p rog ram in Swi tzer land, issued 

the inv i ta t ions. 

Some of Swi tzer land 's t o p arch i tects 

( fo r a l is t , see this issue's Ca lendar o n 

page S) w i l l lecture f i rs t at the M u s e u m 

o f b ine A r t s , H o u s t o n , and then t rave l 

to Dal las to lecture at the Da l las 

M u s e u m o f A r t . By h i g h l i g h t i n g these 

arch i tec ts ' w o r k , R D A an i l D A I w i l l 

con t r i bu te In t in- app rec ia t i on ot 

Sw i t / e i land's o f ten o v e r l o o k e d c u l t u r a l 

resources, and of reg iona l l y in f lec ted 

m o d e r n i s m . The M u s e u m o f Fine A r t s , 

H o u s t o n w i l l host a concu r ren t f i l m 

series, " ( i n c n i A r c h i t e c l u r e : Swiss 

V i e w s . " 

T h e new pa r t ne r sh ip w i t h the 

Da l las A r c h i t e c t u r e F o r u m he lped R D A 

a f f o r d to b r i n g these i m p o r t a n t a r ch i ­

tects f r o m across the w o r l d . T h e c o l l a b ­

o r a t i o n a lso appea led 10 the lec turers : 

By s t o p p i n g in t w o c i t ies , they can see 

more o f Texas ' best a r c h i t e c t u r a l 

w o r k s , i n c l u d i n g Tadao Ando ' s new 

M u s e u m o f M o d e m A r t in Ft. W o r t h . 

T h i s c o u l d be the beg inn ing o f a beau t i ­

f u l f r i endsh ip . — ( .irrif Rtisbiiit> 

http://www.trellifencc.ctm/thal
http://�TT.iA4.3M4
http://lnt0fltrelK9ence.com


f I I , „ l I i) o i \ w i n t e i 

F I N E F R A M I N G 

D I S P L A Y A L T E R N A T I V E S 

ART S E R V I C E S 
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TEXAS ANDERSON 
GREI NWOOD KING PROPER™ S • 7I.VI24.OH.S8 

INTEGRITY OF ART WORK AND COLLECTIO 

WITH APPROPRIATE FRAME DESIGNS, 

CONSERVATION CONSCIOUS ART CARE." 
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i Knowledge. Experience. Selection 
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EXPERT SALES AND INSTALLATION OF HOUSTON'S PREMIERE W I N D O W C O V E R I N G S , C O U N T E R T O P S , A N D 

F L O O R I N G . U N C O M P R O M I S I N G Q U A L I T Y AT C O M P E T I T I V E P R I C E S . F A M I L Y O W N E D S I N C E 1952. 

VENETIAN BLIND & FLOOR 6. CARPET ONE 
2504 B I S S O N N E T . H O U S T O N , TX 77005 U U S T EAST O F KIRBY) 713 .528 ,2404 

http://7I.Vi24.oh.s8
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RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE SPRING 2003 

LECTURE SERIES: SWISS MADE 

Brown Auditorium 

The Museum ot Fine Arts, I louston 

7I3.34S.4876 or www.nla.riee.edu 

Wednesday. January 22, 7:30 p.m. 

A \ N I i I I G I G O N ol Gigon/Guyer will 

speak. The firm's work includes the 

Sports Center Davos, the Kircliner 

Museum Davos, and the Museum of 

Transportation Lucerne. 

Wednesday, January 29, 7:30 p.m. 

K I I R I W. FoRSTER, founding director of 

the Getty Center tor the I listorv of Art 

and the Humanities in Santa Monica and 

former director ot the Canadian Centre 

for Architecture, wil l give a historical 

m e n lew of Swiss architecture and culture. 

Wednesday, February 5, 7:30 p.m. 

M A I U A N M BUIIMIAI i i u will lecture on her 

exploration, with p.irtnei ( hrixtian Sunn, 

of the nature of materials and construction. 

I heir f irm, Burkhalter + Sumi. has built a 

series ot remarkable buildings in wood and 

stone in Germany and Switzerland. 

Wednesday, February 12, 7:30 p.m. 

LlVIO VA< ( MINI'S designs feature an 

extreme coherence of theme ,ti\d practice. 

An important value of his work lies in its 

intentional untimeliness. 

CINEMARCHITECTURE: SWISS VIEWS 

brown Auditorium 

The Museum of Fine Arts, ! louston 

713.639.7515 or www.mfah.orn 

Sunday, January 26, 7 p.m. 

Kenwin, directed by Veronique Gael, fol­

lows a radical house built in 1930-31 on 

the banks of Lake Geneva, The Suit/lower, 

directed by Christoph Schaub and Marcel 

Meil i, concerns Casa Girasole, a 1930s 

Futurist house that turned tin an axis like 

a flower following the sun. 

Sunday, February 2, 7 p.m. 

New Living resulted when 1930s avant-

garde director Hans Richter was commis­

sioned to create a film promoting Stall' 

dardized living spaces. In A City at 

Cbandijinrh, Alain Tanner documents the 

would-be Utopia that l.e Corhusier creat­

ed in the I limalayan foothills ot India. 

Sunday, February 9, 7 p.m. 

'Lite Modern, directed by Beat Kuert, 

shows the provocative new I ondon art 

museum, which I lerzog and de Meuron 

transformed from a power plant into a 

N D A R 

Swiss architect Livio Vacchini, known lor his outside-of-time designs, speaks on February 12. 

vast exhibition space, hi Meta-Mecano, 

directed by Kuedi Gerber, Italian architect 

Mario liotta describes his design ol i 

Basel museum dedicated to Jean Tingucly. 

Sunday, February 16 

Berlin Cinema'. A Working litte is director 

Samira Cilooi-ladels' rambling reflection 

on the paralleles between filmmaking and 

architecture in 1990s Berlin. In /V.w 

Nouvel— Hie Aesthetic n/ Wonder, direc­

tor Heat Kuert considers the work of 

Parisian architect Jean Nouvel. 

RICE DESIGN ALLIANCE HOMETOWN TOURS 

713348.4876 or www.rda.riee.edu 

The Border Four 

February 20-23, 2003 

Chicago 

June 5-8, 2003 

HOUSTON TALKS LECTURE 

Brown Auditorium 

The Museum of Fine Arts, 1 louston 

713.348.4876 or www.rda.edu 

Wednesday. March 19, 7:30 p.m. 

Architect and architectural historian 

EDUARDO I r i s RODRJGUl / , who edits the 

magazine Arquitectura Cuba, will speak. 

RDA ANNUAl ARCHITECTURE TOUR 

713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

Saturday, March 29, and Sunday, 

March 311, 1-5 p.m. each day 

This year's tour will examine one ol tin-

best places in I louston to experience the 

richness of the city's domestic architecture. 

The N.P. Turner Addition (now known as 

the Museum District) and West Ranch 

I states represent two distinct approaches 

to the development of residential neighbor­

hoods. Both have undergone substantial 

new residential construction, making them 

a microcosm of inner-city housing and 

architectural trends of the last 2() years, 

SALLY WALSH LECTURE 

Brown Auditorium 

The Museum of Fine Arts, I louston 

713.348.4876 or www.itla.iice.edu 

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

Bo i II TstEN and T o n Wu H A M S will speak. 

Their buildings emphasize the importance 

ot place and explore the nature of materi­

als. Among their works are the Phoenix 

Art Museum, the Neurosciences Institute 

in La Jolla, and the Museum of American 

Folk Art in New York. 

RICE SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE 

WINTER 2003 LECTURES 

Fansh Gallery, Anderson I Fill 

713.348.4864 or www.arch.rice.edu 

Thursday, January 23, 7 p.m. 

JASON GRIFFITHS and ALEXANDRA GlNO, 

Gino Griffiths Architects/London, wil l 

speak. 

Monday, EY'hruary 10, 7 p.m. 

Ot l BoliMAN ol Amsterdam-based Archis 

Magazine, speaks on "Publishing 

Architecture: Converging Practices," 

Monday, March 3. 7 p.m. 

\uthoi MARK W'K.I I '. asks. "1 low ( Hd Is 

Young?: The Concept of the Young 

Architect." 

Monday, March 17, 7 p.m. 

Rio de Janeiro author M A R I A I I IS\ COSTA 

speaks on "Brasilia in the Flesh." 

http://www.Migdttlgii.tom
http://www.nla.riee.edu
http://www.mfah.orn
http://www.rda.riee.edu
http://www.rda.edu
http://www.rda.rice.edu
http://www.itla.iice.edu
http://www.arch.rice.edu
file:///uthoi
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The Museum ol Fine Arts' "Clnemorchitecture" film 

series tackles Swiss architecture. Top: Jean Nouvel 

— The Aesthetic of Wonder shows February 16. 

Bottom: Kenwin shows January 26. 

Wednesday, March 2 6 , 7 p.m. 

SARAH W H I T I N G and R O N W I I n ol 

WW/Cambridge, discuss "Bounce." 

Monday, Apri l 7, 7 p.m. 

LARS SPUYBROEK of NOX/Rotterdam, 
discusses " M . i c l i i i i i n g Arch i tec tu re . " 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON GERALD D. HINES 

COLLEGE OF ARCHITECTURE LECTURE SERIES: 

HISTORIC MODERN ICONS 

College of Architecture Theater, Room 150 

713.74.1.2400 or www.arch.uh.edu/news 

Tuesday, February 18 

Wn I IAM I\ STERN speaks on Brasilia, 

I'M p.m. 
DAVID LEATHERBARROW lectures on 

" M o d e r n Analysis," .1:30 p.m. 

I'.inel Discussion, s p.m. 

Tuesday, February 2.5, <S p .m. 

M.\ n i HAS BOECKI speaks on 

"Transforming the Modern Heritage: 

Current Arcli itecturalTrends in Aus t r i a , " 

Tuesday, March 25 

PATRICIA C. L O U D speaks on Louis I. 

K.ihn, 2:30 p.m. 

BARKY BERGDOU speaks on Marcel 
Breuer, 1:30 p.m. 

Panel discussion, 5 p.m. 

RICE SCHOOL OF CONTINUING STUDIES 

Rice T e c h n o l o p Kducanon ( enter 

7 1 3 3 4 8 . 6 1 0 3 or www.scs.r ice.edu/r tec 

Mondays and Wednesdays, March i n 1^ 

"Introduction to I 'hotoshop "Ml tor 

Designers." 

Cite 
I he Architecture and Design 

Review of Houston 

Subscription 

One year: SI s Two years: S2s 

Name 

Add 

City/State Zip 

' J Check for S enclosed. 

LI Gift subscription 

The Rice Design Alliance 
l lit RJcc Design Alliance, established in 1972, 
is .i mic inr profit DcsjanizatioA dedicated co 
(lii* advancement ol architecture, urban design, 
.mil the built environment in (he Houston region 
through edocational programs-the publicarion 
oi < .iif, .i quattert) review oi architecture and 
design, and active progranu tn Initiate physical 
improvements. Membership in the RDA is open 
to the general public. 

Individual Membership Sis 
l i iko discounts Fbi -ill Kl>A programs 
Pice subscription to Crta Vht \rchitettun 

and Design Ratviw "/ Houston 
Invitations to "members only* events 
I'.MiKip.Kinii in the annual membership 

meeting >iml event 
Participation in the annual architecture tout 

Student Membership S H 
All ol the ibo*e benefits 

Family Membership $50 
All oi the above benefits fbi poui i.umh 

Sponsor Membership S125 
All ni the benefits accorded to Famtl) Members 
Courtcs) tuki'ts in twn sL'kxiL'd RDA prujsr.11111 

Patron Membership S250 
All ni the benefits accorded to Sponsor Members 
Courtesy tickets to three selected RDA progranu 

Sustaining Membership S500 
All ol the benefits accorded to Patron Members 
Courtesy rickets to.ill RDA pm^Mins 

Corporate Membership $1000 
All ,tt the benefits accorded i " Sustaining Members 
Recognition in iht RIM journal tire and .11 

ill RDA programs 
I ink hi ymir website (mm RHA's website 

Corporate Sponsorship $1500 
All oi the benefits accorded toC orporacc Members 
Sponsorship ol.iselected Kl>A program 
Special recognition "» ^.DIIII announcements, 

.it ilu' program, and in ' its 

Membership Application 

Name 

Address 

( ity/Statc 

Telephone 

I mail 

Occupation 

Zip 

Membership tlategory 

Amount enclosed $ 

i luiks should be tent n> Rice University, 
Rice Design Alliance- MS51. 
PO Box IS4> 
Houston, Texas 77251*9892. 
telephone 71 I. ;-)K.-tK"(i 
www.rda.ricc.eclu 
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LAURA LEE KLEMP 

GREENWOOD KINC PROPERTIES • 713.524.0888 

706 Chelsea 
Huge four-plex on 

unrestricted corner 

lot with bonus 

duplex in back. 

Near museums, 

rail line, shops, 

galleries and 

Glassell School. 
LEE H U D M A N 

G R E E N W O O D K I N C P R O P E R T I E S • 7 1 3 . 5 2 4 . 0 8 8 8 

A n i M M i ' t l H i j t o i i c P ia tervat ionUl 

w 

• Tax incentives tor the 
rehabilitation ol 
historic properties 

Historic preservation 
planning 

National Register of 
Histonc Places 

Stale and local 
landmark listings 

Small house museums 
lo large commercial 
rehabilitation projects 

http://www.arch.uh.edu/news
http://www.scs.rice.edu/rtec
file:///rchitettun
http://www.rda.ricc.eclu
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The bathhouse lhal became o house: Rear (left) and fiont (tighl) views of HOPE'S recycled moletials house. 

TALE OF A TUB 

WHEN YOU BUILD YOUR OWN HOUSE, YOU ALSO BUILD CONNECTIONS 

OUT ON A LONELY STRETCH of farm-to-market 

road jiisr outside I lunrsvillc, where suburbs 
begin to encroach on horse pastures and a 
sky-blue mobile home rests not far from a 
brick-clad ranch home. Catherine Kueffer 
and Jason Blumenkamp are building a 
house. I t \ not a very noticeable house, 
which may he one of its virtues; it tends to 
blend into the land on which it sits, a 
seeming part of its surroundings. Its also 
not a very big house, which may be anoth­
er of its virtues; its compactness tends to 
send people out onto its wraparound porch 
and into the fresh air. 

But perhaps the house's chief virtue-
is that it cost almost nothing. Granted, 
that was made possible in part because 
Blunienkamp's family already owned the 
ten acres the barely 600-square-foot 
structure perches on. Hut more important 
has been the fact that Kueffer and Blu-
menkamp provided much of the construc­
tion work themselves, and that much of 
the material they used is material they 
could get for free — end pieces of wood 
scrounged from lumber yards and con­
struction sites, plastic from signs, brick 
piers from a trash pile. 

Despite the seemingly random nature 
ot the building supplies, and the admitted 
detours the design sometimes had to take 
to accommodate what was available, 
Kueffcr's and Blunienkamp's home looks 
anything but thrown together. And that, 
the pair says, is the point. With a little 
time, a little effort, a little imagination, 
and a considerable amount of flexibility, 
almost anybody can build something 
that's not just serviceable, but also attrac­
tive. It's not necessary to turn your hous­
ing needs over to outside professionals. 
Others can do what they've done. 

To help prove the truth of that, 
beginning in early 2003 Kueffer and 

Blumenkamp intend to hold workshops 
in teach others what, through trial and 
error as well as considerable reading, 
they've managed to teach themselves. 
With the help of workshop participants, 
the recycled materials house wil l he fol­
lowed by a cob house, an adobe house, 
and perhaps a bamboo house, all to be 
grouped together in a complex under the 
rubric of I lousing Options tor Planet 
Earth, otherwise known as HOPE. 

For those who might wince at the 
starry-eyed appellation, Blumenkamp 
points out that it came from his mother. 
Her first name is Dilek, which means 
hope in Turkish. And since his mother 
is, in a roundabout way, responsible for 
tin bousing workshops settling into 
1 luntsville, Blumenkamp and Kueffer 
telt it only proper to name the organiza­
tion that would host those workshops in 
her honor. 

Actually, a bathtub fits into the equation 

as well, though that comes later. Wli.it 

came first was Blunienkamp's mother 

falling i l l , and Blumenkamp deciding 

that he should move back to 1 luntsville 

from Houston to he nearer to her. A 

graduate of Sam Houston University 

with a degree in chemistry and biology, 

Blumenkamp worked as an engineer 

with a hiotech company. But he had also 

worked as a sculptor and icwelry design­

er, and traveled to Nicaragua and 

Mexico, where he'd been intrigued by 

how the poorer residents of those coun­

tries managed to build houses out of the 

detritus of the rich. 

If he was going to return to I lunts­

ville, he decided, he should build his own 

house. He began looking into alternative 

building options, and ran across infor­

mation about a cob workshop being held 

m lerlingua. It was there that he met 
kueffer, who'd grown up in New Mexico 
and upstate New York, and had an 
anthropology degree from Columbia 
University. Kueffer had moved to Texas 
to apprentice with Simone Swan, the 
touudci oi ihe Swan Group in Presidio 

t uy. Swan is I disi ipl< ol the late 

Egyptian architect Hassan lathy, who 
was renowned for his use of adobe anil 
his advocacy of inexpensive building 
techniques. Kueffer, too, is an admirer of 
I athy, and hoped to learn more about 
him and his ideas. Since the hand-formed 
lumps of earth, sand, and straw that 
make up cob are a cousin to adobe's 
bricks of dried clay, a cob workshop 
seemed to Kueffer a reasonable extension 
of her research. 

In meeting, Kueffer and Blumen­
kamp made both a personal connection 
and a philosophic one. Kinder decided to 
move in 1 luntsville with Blumenkamp, 
ami Blumenkamp decided to expand his 
idea ol building a house tor himself to the 
idea ot showing others how to build 
houses for themselves. 

"1 don't like the stigma that's 
attached to sustainable building, that it's 
either for the extremely poor or the 
extremely wealthy," Kuelfer says. "It 's 
either shanty towns or straw-built houses 
thai ire comparable in cost to a conven­
tional house. 1 thought we could help 
point people to something in between, to 
something that's inexpensive while stilt 
being interesting." 

Before that could happen, however, 
the couple needed a bathroom. Though 
greater Huntsvillc has little in the way of 
building codes to impede the do-it-your­
selfer, it does have a regulation against 
outhouses or permanent port-o-johns. II 
Kuefter and Blumenkamp were going to 
hold workshops in sustainable building 
techniques, they had to have a place for 
workshop attendees to bathe and use the 
toilet. Ihe bathhouse, they decided, 
would be made ol recycled materials, and 
would he near their cob house, giving 
them examples ol two types ot siislani 
able building patterns. In honor of their 
resolution, an artist friend gifted them 
with a claw-foot bathtub, and told them 
to fit that in if they could. 

Blumenkamp and Kueffer did BO by 
making their hathhouse a trapezoid, with 
i lie narrower end being just big enough 
for the bathtub and the wider end having 

r n lor showers. It was the tub that 

helped define the look of the structure, 
something Blumenkamp enjoys pointing 
out, as il to emphasize the adaptive nature 

of building on your own. The approach is 
so adaptive, in fact, that as the bathhouse 
grew. Kuelh'i and Blumenkamp decided 
to eliminate the "hath" part ot its desig 
nation and just make it their house. "We 
were doing most of our work on week 
ends, and we ended up camping inside 
once we got the walls and roof up," 
Blumenkamp says. "Then we realized we 
could put a loft in the highest part of the 
bathroom and actually live here. And 
that's what we d id . " 

As Blumenkamp says this, he is hold­
ing a cup of hot tea on the porch ol Ins 
still-under-cousrruction residence. Kueffer 
sits near him, looking out into a light 
rain. It has taken them more months than 
they thought to get to this point, and 
there is still a ways to go: shingling to be 
done, interior walls to complete, the tub 
— which now rests in the yard — yet to 
install. But the house is livable, and the 
pair is already thinking ahead to the next 
addition to their compound, a communal 
m l i bouse that wil l he sited just a short 
distance away from where they sip their 
afternoon drinks and consider the future. 

None of what they're doing is new 
or novel, Blumenkamp admits. There 
are plenty of other sustainable building 
workshops around, even if east Texas 
isn't brimming with them. And making 
your own house from scratch, if not 
ex.utb flu norm ti iday, [sn'l unheard ol 
either. People have been doing that sort 
of ti l ing since the pioneers and before. 
Still, their experience has been unusual 
enough that they hope others can learn 
something from it. " N o t everybody has 
the time to devote to building their own 
house that we've been able to manage," 
Kueffer says. "And so I think it's impor­
tant that we're able to refine it enough 
that we can teach others how to make 
it feasible." 

"To some degree, what I'd like is to 
have workshops that are like barn rais­
ings," Blumenkamp adds. "We get people 
to help and learn here, and in rum that 
creates a community iluit can help some­
where else." 

Community, he notes, is an almost 
inescapable result of building your own 
house, especially if you build with rccy-
i led material. It's not jusi thai people 
inevitably ask what you're doing, though 
they do, nor that it you're scrounging 
supplies it helps to be friendly with those 
you scrounge from, though if does. It's 
also that the time and effort involved in 
creating your own living quarters invests 
you in them in a way that simply shelling 
out money can't. 

Or, for that matter, simply moving 
a trailer onto your property can. " I f 
there's one question we get more than 
any other, it's why don't we just buy a 
trailer?" Kueffer says, roll ing her eyes 
over toward Blumenkamp. "And really, 
sometimes it's just a hard thing to 
explain." — Mitchell J. Shields 

(For more information on HOPE, go to 
u'U'it'.homcsteiui.cani/terriihopeJ 

http://Wli.it
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Top: The John Moher house survives in River Oaks. Bottom: Si. Thomas demolishes Guinan 

IN THE SUMMER ol 2 0 0 2 , H o w a r d Barn­

stone's Cii i i t ian H a l l was demol ished by 

the Un ivers i ty o f St. T h o m a s t o make 

way lor .1 much larger s t ructure lo r s tu­

dent hous ing and p a r k i n g . The univers i ty 

had leg i t imate concerns abou t keeping 

the H -year-old s t ruc tu re , i nc l ud ing the 

fact that its open site p lan created secur i­

ty prob lems. In a d d i t i o n , the ra t io o f 

rooms per square feel o) land was too 

low fo r a f as t -g row ing school on a land­

locked site. A n d maintenance and u t i l i t y 

costs were the highest on campus. 

In spite o f this ra t iona le , the loss o f 

this signif icant bu i l d ing shou ld alert 

preservat ionists and archi tects a l ike that 

more w o r k by one Hous ton 's greatest 

archi tects may also he at r isk . 

St. Thomas owns a small gem o l 

Hamsrone's — the b r i l l i an t l y remodeled 

d inner residence on Yoakum B lvd . retro­

f i t ted for a f ledgl ing art depar tment when 

Domin ique D c M e n i l was cha i rman . Th is 

bu i l d ing , w h i c h n o w houses var ious l.u 

uhv off ices, occupies the only " u n f i l l e d " 

sue on the Mies ian academic quadrangle . 

Neglect or insensit ive renova t ion 

have rendered other Bamstone projects 

barely recognizable as w o r k s o f genius. 

That d i sp i r i t i ng list includes the Mahe r 

house on Lazy Lane, the Riverside 

Terrace residence on P a r k w o o d , and 

I'incy I 'o ini L l cmcnta ry on I 'agewood. 

The H o w a r d Barnstone houses in 

the more a f f luent ne ighborhoods of 

River O a k s , Briar I l o l l ow . M e m o r i a l , 

and O l d Braeswood are for the most par t 

wel l loved and wel l ma in ta ined , bi l l 

cou ld easily succumb to the " b i g lot — 

too smal l a house" syndrome. ( N u m b e r 

54 Br iar H o l l o w is long gone.) 

The brightest thought among this 

g l o o m y speculat ion is that some of 

Barnstone's best urbane w o r k seems to 

be sale for the foreseeable fu tu re . Th is 

w o u l d inc lude the 492.1-27 ( I raus ta rk 

townhouses ( 1 9 7 l | , the f am i l y -owned 

Vassar Place Apar tmen ts (19651 , and the 

just ly renowned R o t h k o Chape l (1971) . 

The next preservat ion batt les w i l l be 

lo r our great arch i tec ture o f rhe '50s , 

'60s, and '70s. In fact, the w a r is a l ready 

on — wh ich is all the more reason fo r 

1 lous io t i ians to embrace and protect the 

w o r k o l one the best designers the c i ty 

has seen. — Barry M o o r e 

Fabulous 
story unit. 

2 bedroom 
2 bath 

$296,500 

214 TVavis • Downtown 

Offered by 

Minnette Boesel 
P R O P E R T I E S , I N C . 

214 Travis St. • Houston, TX 77002 
www.downtownproperties.com 

(713) 225-1889 
Specialists in commercial and residential 
sales and leases in the inner city. 
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Superior lighting 
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* im?lTl<9NAL 
* COWc MFORWY 
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* LANP5CAPE 

4025 Richmond atWeslayan (713) 626-4025 
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Inscl above: 

Supcrsludio •> grid. 

Background: An aerial 

slation, as envisioned in 

1916 by "Biedermonn " 

SINCE THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION, AMERICA HAS BEEN A COUNTRY ON THE MOVE. A NATION OF RELATIVELY INDEPENDENT TOWNS 

SERVING LIMITED AND CONTIGUOUS HINTERLANDS CHANGED IRREVOCABLY INTO A NATION OF INDUSTRIAL CITIES INTEGRATED INTO A 

NATIONAL ECONOMY. LARGE METROPOLITAN CENTERS EVOLVED INTO INTERCHANGE JUNCTIONS WITHIN AN EVER-EXPANDING TRANS­

PORTATION WEB THAT MOVED RAW MATERIALS, MANUFACTURED GOODS, AND PEOPLE FROM PLACE TO PLACE. IN A VERY REAL WAY, 

PHYSICAL LINKAGES TO THE REST OF THE COUNTRY SUBSTANTIATED THE 20TH-CENTURY INDUSTRIAL CITY. 

WHERE YOU WERE WAS ONLY A TEMPORARY STATE. 

VISIONARIES OF THE POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY IMAGINED A WORLDWIDE COMMUNITY WITHOUT 

PROPINQUITY, AN ELECTRONIC NETWORK OF CONTACT POINTS REPRESENTED, FOR EXAMPLE, BY THE ITALIAN 

DESIGN GROUP SUPERSTUDIO AS AN ENDLESS COMMUNICATIONS AND SERVICE GRID OF THE NON-PLACE 

URBAN REALM. THE GRID ITSELF BECAME A METAPHOR FOR MODERNITY, WHETHER IN THE RATIONALIZED 

GEOMETRIES OF INTERNATIONAL STYLE ARCHITECTURE OR IN THE LINES OF TRANSMISSION AND SERVICE 

THAT DISTRIBUTED TECHNOLOGICAL ENTITLEMENTS TO HOMES AND BUSINESSES. ELECTRIFICATION BROUGHT ENERGY TO REMOTE LOCA­

TIONS FOR ILLUMINATING, HEATING AND COOLING, AND POWERING ENGINES,* ELECTRIC LINES ELIMINATED THE NEED TO WIDELY DIS­

TRIBUTE BULKY FUEL. A SUCCESSION OF COMMUNICATIONS DEVICES — THE TELEGRAPH, TELEPHONE, RADIO, TELEVISION — MADE IT 

POSSIBLE TO DISSEMINATE VAST AMOUNTS OF INFORMATION AND ENTERTAINMENT WITHOUT ANYONE'S HAVING TO TRAVEL FROM THE 

RECEIVING END AT HOME BASE. ALMOST ANYTHING THAT COULD BE REDUCED TO BINARY ABSTRACTION — MONEY, FOR EXAMPLE — 

COULD BE TRANSMITTED ELECTRONICALLY, ELIMINATING THE NEED FOR MANY FACE-TO-FACE ENCOUNTERS. BUT ALAS, NOT EVERYTHING 

CAN BE E-MAILED. UNTIL SCIENCE CATCHES UP WITH THE BEAM-ME-UP CAPABILITIES OF STAR TREK, HUMAN SOCIETIES MUST STILL MOVE 

PEOPLE AND GOODS THROUGH PHYSICAL SPACE. 
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The evolution of transportation stretched and shaped cities. The first settlers of 

most 1 8th- and 19th-century American cities arrived by water. Houston was not 

a seaport city, but open water and access to the world were tantalizingly 

close. In 1 9 1 4 a massive dredging operation created a channel linking the 

inland city to the Gulf 50 miles away, a channel that was enlarged in 1935 

and again in 1 963. 

In the 19th century, transportation by water began to share primacy with 

the railroads, and cities soon found themselves weaving obtrusive rail lines into 

the city fabric. The railroad station introduced a new kind of civic space and a 

new building type: Stations exuded a pride of place, rivaling the city hall in a 

traveler's memory. Railroads were essential to the settlement of Texas, with its 

far-flung destinations, and Houston's dependence on them was celebrated in the 

city's crest, where a locomotive is pictured as the most prominent element. 

But in a process of natural selection railroads lost out to the road, trucks 

became the prime movers of goods (trucks now move more than 67 percent of 

all freight], and passenger travel dwindled to a trickle. Industrial trucking now 

links the port of Houston, the city's two airports, and the mainline railroads into 

an intricate mega-system. 

America's romance with the trip and the almost mythical places celebrating 

the adventure of travel is hard to evoke in Houston. Despite the Port of Houston's 

ranking as the third-largest seaport in the country, Houston thinks of itself main­

ly as inland, and the port hasn't lodged itself in the consciousness of the city. 

Ships seem to sneak in and out along the artificial waterway, and the port itself, 

though a fascinating, constructivist landscape of powerful machines, is as for­

midable as a military base. 

Houston's single extant station from the heydays of the railroad was 

absorbed into the new downtown baseball stadium like an anchoring rock root­

ing the stadium in time. Passengers seeking a rail trip today are directed to 

Amtrak's tiny, inauspicious concrete-block building on Washington Avenue 

north of downtown, which serves the purpose of the train trip but fails to evoke 

its romance. 

Little of the sense of a genius loci that gave charm and character to railroad 

stations entered into the design of airports, whose diagrammatic formulations, 

streamlining, and sterile neutrality seem lo belong more lo the airplane nation 

than to any particular geographic locale. The operational requirements of an air­

port put them at a considerable distance from anything else, and arriving at one 

is arriving at a faux destination. Still, the transience of the airport embodies a 

reductive form of contemporary urbanism, where 24-hour rush-hour crowds move 

purposefully in mall-like settings of shops and restaurants. And at the airport 

hotel, that most non-place activity of the business class — the airport meeting — 

can be held without anyone ever setting a foot outdoors. 

Today we contemplate our transportation systems as potential Trojan horses. 

The sheer magnitude of trains, planes, ships, and highway trucks define another 

dimension of experience and power. With morbid fascination and fear, we 

devour new reports of train derailments, airplane crashes, and accidents involv­

ing 40-ton 18-wheeler tractor trailers. That fascination and fear amplified our psy­

chological response to the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and 

Pentagon. If a plane could turn into a missile, what seemingly benign cargo car­

rier might next be turned into a weapon? Can we trust tanker cars? Trucks? Ships? 

Certainly we don't trust planes anymore. Starting long before 9 / 1 1 , but 

with more urgency since then, the airport has changed from a terminal similar 

to the railroad station into the building as initiation ritual. A maze of security 

measures, customs screenings, and baggage checks act as technological sta­

tions of the cross that simultaneously allay and provoke fear. 

Mostly, this massive movement of people and materials by water, road, 

rail, and air goes unnoticed unless something goes wrong — usually some­

thing big, something catastrophic. Or until the system presses itself into our 

consciousness — for example, when a half-mile long train at an on-grade 

crossing keeps us from getting to where we want to go. This issue of Cite 

looks at the city literally on the move at the beginning of the third millennium 

— and at how the design of the city accommodates its biggest and most 

demanding users, • 
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P L A N E S 

Can you fly to any airport in the world 

from Houston? Of course you can — but 

whether you can fly to a foreign city direct­

ly, without a layover, often depends on 

whether the route belongs to Continental 

Airlines, which uses George Bush Inter­

continental Airport as o hub. These maps 

show the destinations of daily non-stop 

flights from both Hobby and Intercon­

tinental in November 2002. 
IrrtcimnTmn tomlr'.y at hmi.tnii JWpatl OpHHhorr. 
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M A P P I N G T H E C O N N E C T I O N S 

T R A I N S 

Since the days of the frontier, most 

American railroad traffic has run east-

west. Much of that traffic still goes through 

Chicago, where western transcontinental 

lines connect to lines serving the popula­

tion centers of the northeast. The cool 

fields of Wyoming, which fuel most of the 

Midwest's power plants, are another rail­

road center. Houston looks insignificant by 

comparison; Dallas has more traffic and 

the busiest line in Texas goes through 

Amarillo. But much of that traffic is simply 

passing through. Houston originates and 

terminates as much railroad traffic os 

Texas' other metropolitan areas combined, 

twenty percent of freight tonnage originat­

ing in the state is Houston chemicals. 

MUc owtot d fa b int al Trampoittlui Shtm. U S hpalmm ol TiuriiMluhui 

THE I N T E R N E T 

In the early years of the digital era, maps of 

the Internet often showed U.S. cities linked 

by "trunk lines" — high-speed data con­

nections linking a handful of universities 

and research facilities (including Houston's 

Rice University). How Fast your data trav­

eled depended on how quickly you could 

get it to a trunk line. In the new fiber-optic 

age, though, everything is connected lo 

everything else; your house may be directly 

connected lo a high-speed line. Many peo­

ple who map the Internet no longer find old-

fashioned geogrophy relevant. 

But geographer Matthew Zook of the 

University of Kentucky argues lhat location 

still matters to Internet businesses. In 

"Hubs, Nodes and Bypassed Ploces" [pub­

lished in Tijdschrift voor economische en 

sociale geografie, January 2003), he 

shows that companies using the Internet lo 

make money are not evenly distributed 

across the country but tend lo concentrate 

in the cities where tech workers are plenti­

ful Even after the bursting of the dot-com 

bubble and the e-commerce shift to "bricks 

and mortar" companies, cities such as 

Seattle retain their early lead in the field, 

and cities in the South and Midwest lag 

behind. In Zook's classification, Houston 

receives the lowest ranking: a "logging 

place." Petroleum may flow freely in and 

out of this city, but electronic money goes 

elsewhere. 
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S H I P S 

The Port of Houston processes nearly 200 

million short Ions of cargo per year — 

more than any other port in the U.S. Both 

the top import commodity and the lop 

export commodity are (you guessed it] 

petroleum and petroleum byproducts, so 

it's not surprising to see oil countries heav­

ily represented on this map of regularly 

scheduled shipping service from the Port 

of Houston. On the map at right, a dot rep­

resents a city with one port. Numbers indi­

cate mark cities with more than one port, 
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P I P E L I N E S 

More than 12.9 billion barrels of petrole­

um travel through interstate pipelines each 

year, and a high percentage of those trips 

either begin or end at Houston refineries. 

Above, the map on the left shows U.S. 

pipelines for crude oil — that is, for stuff 

headed from the oilfields or coostal ship­

ping terminals to the refineries. The map 

on the right shows pipelines for refined 

petroleum products — the gasoline, heat­

ing oil and jet fuel that's headed from the 

refineries to distribution centers, and from 

there, eventually, to their end users. 
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F L I G H T M A R E 
AIR TRAVEL CHANGES FAST. AIRPORT BUILDINGS DON'T. 
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"DISMAL" AND "AWFUL": That is the 

impression that Houston's two major 

airports gave travelers over most of the 

last decade, according to the head of 

the 1 Illusion Airport System. 

Since 1998, Richard Vacar has 

been director of the I louston Airport 

S\sinii •! IAS), which administers ihi 

city's two passenger facilities, Cieorge 

Bush Intercontinental Airport and 

1 lobby Airport, as well as Ellington 

field, the former military base now 

used for civilian general aviation. Says 

Vacar, " I started with HAS in 1995 and 

became director in 1998. It struck me 

then that the appearance of both Hobby 

and Bush Intercontinental both was dis­

mal. The buildings weren't clean, and 

there was a general beige look from all 

that exposed concrete. The interiors 

were worse than the exteriors, with all 

the brown terrazzo from the 1960s. The 

lighting was poor, and things were gen­

erally dark. Compare to other, more 

modern airports, they were awful ." 

Vacar, armed with a 1998-2004 

capital-expenditures budget that tops 

$.? billion — compared with only about 

$60 million per year on average from 

1V,XN to lL>97 — is working to change 

the way travelers perceive I louston's 

airports. And it's a good thing, because 

there are so many travelers. Without a 

lot of public fanfare, passenger traffic 

at Bush Intercontinental Airport has 

been growing by seven percent per year 

for the last ten years — twice the 

national average, according to Vacar. 

More than 41 million passengers passed 

through the airport in 2000, compared 

with just over 21 million in 1991. (The 

numbers were down for 2001 ami 

2002, as they were worldwide in the 

wake of the terrorist attacks of 

September 11,2001.1 

Bush Intercontinental has become the 

eleventh busiest airport in the country in 

overall passenger count. In addition, it 

grew more than 10 percent per year in 

international travel over the last decade 

— from two million passengers in 1990 

to more than six million in 2000. Now 

Bush Intercontinental ranks as the 

nation's eighth largest international air­

port, with more international travel than 

Dallas/Forth Worth (which has nearly 

twice the overall boardings of 1 louston). 

And those passenger numbers, combined 

with a similar boom in cargo operations, 

represent big business. 

Using economic models from the 

Federal Aviation Administration, I IAS 

claims $7.8 billion in annual economic 

impact in the I louston area, with an amaz­

ing 90,000 jobs deriving from airlines, 

rental cars, airport services, construction, 

cargo operations, tourism that the airports 

stimulate, and other related functions. 

The airports themselves bring in 

more than $18.? million each year from 

rents and fees paid by airlines and con­

cessionaires; they cost on the order of 

$ l ( H million to operate (or so say figures 

from HAS's 1998 economic development 

study I. The excess goes to fund bonds lor 

capital improvements, of which a prodi­

gious number are underway or planned. 

Houston's climate, its location on the 

Cult nl Mexico, and us connections to 

the nil and gas and petrochemical indus 

tries all factor into the growth of air trav­

el to and from and through the ana. 

Along with airline deregulation and 

changing travel habits around the coun­

try, these factors promise considerable 

stimulus to growth as well. 

The earliest commercial air service to 

I louston started in the 1920s at a private 

airport owned by the W.T. Carter Lumber 

company. The site was acquired in 1937 

by the City ol Houston. A moderne ter­

minal building with what was at the time 

an imposing octagonal central tower was 

built in 1940 (it's stilt visible on the air­

port grounds), facing onto crossing run­

ways thai are still in use. 

In 1955, that building was replaced 

by the current airport terminal, a V-

shaped building faced in pink marble, 

folded around a central parking lot on 

the passenger side and flaring out to 

accommodate airline gates on the runway 

side. There was considerable period 

charm: A sweeping curved glass wall 

looked i m i ' the i unways from Hit 

central restaur.in! and bar, and visitors 

were welcome to go up on the terminal's 

roof to wave to arriving and departing 

passengers. In I ^67, the city renamed the 

airpori in honor ot William 1'. I lobby, 

former lieutenant governor (1914-1917) 

and governor (1917-1920) of Texas and 

owner of the Houston Post. 

More than a decade before this name 

change, the area around the intersections 

of Telephone Road, Old Spanish Trail, 

and Airport Boulevard had been filled in 

In iiMilLiiii.it devi lopment, and 1 [obb] 

Airport had no way to expand to handle 

the larger and taster airplanes thai were 

then coming into use. 

The city began construction of 

I louston Intercontinental Airport in the 

mid-1960s. It opened in June 1969; 

I lobby Airport closed the same day, 

[lttercominent.il s huge site — nearly 

10,000 acres of oak and pine forest were 

cleared — was planned for jet airliners 

and plenty of growth. Cone was Hobby 

Airport's friendly scale and relaxed rela­

tionship to the airline operations side. 

The first two buildings to go up. 

Terminals A and B, were enormous — 

250,000 square feet each, with cavernous 

spaces and a closed-in, futuristic feeling. 

Passengers could park on surface lots or 

drive up ramps and park atop the termi­

nals themselves, something perfect for a 

city in love with automobiles. At the 

same time, little plastic robot trains ran 

between the buildings — an innovation al 

the time. Exposed concrete provided the 

frame, the walls' surfaces, and tin col 

tiered ceilings, which glimmered with a 

distant, chilly fluorescent light. The air­

planes were reached by pods at the build­

ings' corners, which were themselves 

reached through futuristic, windowless 

corridors thrusting out into a scaleless 

space. The passenger-screening system 

mandated in 197.1 following the hijacking 

ol several flights to Cuba (one of winch 

had or iginated in Houston) lit right in 

with the spaces. 

This was an airport for the new jel 

age, when the future seemed to promise 

nothing but non-stop, long-haul flights 

linking all the major cities in the world. 

According to architect Richard Maxwel l , 

head of the aviation division of Gensler's 

Houston office, other airports built in the 

I VM)s used different strategies to handle 

passengers. At Dulles Airport, outside 

Washington, D.C., passengers boarded 

mobile lounges to get to their planes, 

which could be parked anywhere on the 

broad service area. \ i New York's JFK 

DFW as ol 1995 DEN as 0(1993 SFO as of 1993 

%J 
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Airport, says Maxwell , the emphasis was 

on small buildings, tor each ear rice, with 

slum walkways in between. At 

Dallas/Forth Worth Airport, each termi­

nal was built as an are, with parking 

spots in the curve of the are making it 

possible to leave ones ear right outside 

the departure gate. "The emphasis was 

mi customci convenience, which meant 

the shortest walking distance possible," 

says Maxwell . "Then came deregulation, 

and the air carriers turned ro "bubbing,' 

and none of those terminal plans worked 

particularly well anymore." 

At Houston Intercoiitinctiial, a third 

terminal, designated as C and topping 

500,000 square feet, opened in 1981. In 

the continuing evolution of airport 

design, it had become clear that the cor­

ner "service connector" pods could not 

be easily reconfigured either for larger 

airplanes or tor smaller, and more numer­

ous, ones. Terminal C hail bro.nl, T-

shaped concourses. A smaller Terminal D, 

for international travel, opened in 1990, 

Really just one long concourse, it was 

named for the late Houston congressman 

Mickey I eland. 

An economic slump hit Houston in 

the late 1980s and lasted for almost ten 

years. At the same time, the airline indus­

try was feeling the effects of the 1978 

federal airline deregulation act. Kastcm, 

bran iff. National, Texas International, 

People Fxpress, Pan American, and 

Western airlines all went out of business 

or were absorbed by competitors. Among 

ihr SUM ivors, < <•ntincTit.il Airlines 

reshaped itself into one of the hub-and-

spoke carriers that were coming to domi­

nate the industry. And I louston became 

Continental's hub. 

"Continental went through two 

bankruptcies," says Vacar. "Their inabili­

ty to contribute bad a lot to do with 

keeping the old look of [Intercontinental]. 

In 1994, a new team started turning 

Continental around, and the airline's 

growth set off the big expansion." 

The 1980s and early 1990s had seen 

a number ol splashy airport expansions 

and renovations, from Chicago's (VI lare 

to Atlanta's 1 lartsficld International 

Airport, the world's busiest with more 

than SO million annual passengers. Hub 

and-spoke system designs meant that 

most passengers were taking connecting 

flights, and the airports where these pas­

sengers waited for their connections were 

shaped to place greater and greater 

emphasis on passenger amenities such as 

bookstores, restaurants, and other servic­

es. Intercontincntal's isolated terminals 

were suddenly outdated. In the original 

terminals only half a dozen gates lay 

behind each security checkpoint, meaning 

ili.it changing planes usually required 

going through security, and often 

required schlepping your carry-on bags to 

another terminal. "The airport complex 

reduces neatly to a flow diagram that 

operates both laterally and vertically to 

minimize the distance travelers must walk 

within a terminal or between terminals," 

Stephen Pox notes in his Houston 

Architecture Guide. The old direct-flight 

model was built into Intercom mental's 

master plan, |ust as the hub-aiul spoke 

model was built into the design of more 

modern airports such as Denver's 

Srapleton Airport, 

By the late 1990s, new terminals in 

Pittsburgh, San Francisco, Washington, 

1).(.., and Denver had essentially become 

retail malls, destinations in themselves. 

dcnslcr's Maxwell notes that following 

the 9/11 attacks, and the subsequent tight­

ening of airport security, these airport 

malls have become expensive albatrosses, 

scaled olt from the untieketed masses that 

were supposed to make them profitable. 

The improvements to Ccorge Hush 

Intercontinental (as it has been known 

since 1997) started in 1998, in what was 

to have been a Si .9 billion capital 

improvement program. New concourses 

were built on the south side ot Terminal 

A, replacing the connector pods. New 

wall coverings and new lighting were 

installed. A new, 5,600-car parking 

garage, replacing the surface lot, was 

built between Terminals A and B. 

Terminal B was renovated; its corner 

pods were left in place, since they work 

lor well for the small "regional je-rs" 

operated by Continental for flights to 

medium-sued cities. 

Terminals C and D wil l be renovated 

in the next three years — and none too 

soon, as the boxy, crowded, poorly lit 

and poorly ventilated spaces ot Terminal 

I are among the most unpleasant m the 

country. A new consolidated rental-car 

terminal is under construction. Federal 

funds will pa\ tor a new international 

inspections building (for customs and 

Ireiglit inspections!. And Continental wi l l 

spend $800 million for a new 500,000-

sqttare-foot Terminal F. The new interna­

tional building and Terminal F are to 

open by the end of 2004. 

Mure changes are happening on the 

airline operations side of the airport, 

( urrently, three runways serve Bush 

Intercontinental; two more are being 

added. And massive changes now under­

way wil l address the new federal security 

requirements. In September 2002, HAS 

announced that it's two airports were 

among those requesting that the govern­

ment delay its December \ I, 2002, dead­

line tor 100 percent screening of passen­

ger luggage. With some 429 airports in 

the U.S., there were widespread doubts 

that needed equipment and personnel 

could be put in place in time. Karlier in 

2002, managers of the nation's 100 

largest airports jointly petitioned the gov 

eminent to delay the deadline. 

Finally, Intercontincntal's cargo facil­

ities are expanding significantly on a 120 

acre site to the northeast of the terminal 

complex (the expansion also replaces 

some facilities demolished tor runway 

expansion). Three private companies — 

Trammell Crow, Aeroterm, and I.ynxs 

1 foldings — are investing $40 million to 

build ramp space for 20 wide-body aircraft; 

three new warehouses wil l provide 550,000 

square feet of space for air-cargo processing 

and distribution. 

I lobby Airport, which shut down in 

1969 and was supposed to have withered 

away, reopened in 1971 when Southwest 

Airlines set up shop (here. Southwest lias 

been the most consistently profitable carrier 

of the deregulation era, focusing from the 

start on short routes, low fares, and few 

frills, and Hobby Airport has become its 

single biggest bub. Though traffic at 

1 lobby, limited by the difficulties of 

expanding the airport's operations, grew 

only I percent per year during the last 

decade, the airport nonetheless served 8.6 

mill ion passengers in 2001, making it the 

.. nimii \'-, 41 si busiest airport 

Several improvements have taken place 

and are planned at 1 lobby. An expanded 

parking garage opened in the late 1990s, 

dwarfing ami all but blocking out the pink 

marble facade ot the terminal building. 

New concourses under construction will 

greatly expand the terminal's capacity. 

Southwest Airlines now operates I.? gates in 

Concourses A and C; a new concourse, cur­

rently under construction will provide 24 

gates for Southwest, while renovations to 

Concourse A wil l provide 12 gates for the 

seven other airlines operating from 1 lobby. 

All in all, more than $.1 billion is being 

spent at Bush Intercontinental and I lobby 

airports, with the goal of changing what 

Richard Vacar has condemned as the "dis­

mal" and "awfu l " visitor experiences of the 

past into something more positive. At the 

s.inu- Iinie, passenger numbers are expected 

to grow 4 percent per year, doubling 

today's passenger count by 2017. Piling on 

the numbers while absorbing the effects of 

more stringent security measures wil l cer­

tainly test the capacity of new wall cover­

ings, lighting, and art work to make travel 

through I louston a pleasant experience. • 

Fl 
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WELCOME TO...WHERE ARE WE AGAIN? 
SEARCHING, DESPERATELY, FOR A SENSE OF PLACE AT IAH 

B Y A L I S O N C O O K 

During a brief lull in the foil monsoons, I overheard a 
Houstonian welcoming his out-of-town visitor as they 
walked Itom the baggage claim a! Bush Intercontinental 
Airport's Teiminol C. "You can tell you're in Fexas, Jim!" 
chortled the native. "Smell that musty mold?" 

Ah, yes. The musty mold. The wall of hot, damp ail 
that smites you as you emeige ham IAH. It's on indelible 
sensoiy impression, all light. But why does it hove to be 
the mosl vivid memory travelers lake oway Irom the major 
aitport in America's fourth largest city? 

I love airports. There are aiiparts I look forwaid to 
with an almost lituol sense of anticipation, and it has 
always giieved me that my own is not among them. I have 
been known to route a trip through Amsterdam's Schiphol 
solely lor the pleasure ol standing at one of its open-faced 
sandwich kiosks, nibbling on fiesh herring and sipping a 
teeny-liny botlle of chnmpogne. Serious shopping for choco­
lates and cheese ensues. How civilized can you get? 

At Chicago's O'Hore, I hap on the moving sidewalks 
between United's two terminals whethei 1 need to oi not, 
jusl to soak up the weird magic of the connecting tunnel. 
Neon lubes pulse overhead, unearthly music pings, back-lit 
wall panels suige with color. The tunnel is in ill repoir 
these days, but it says "Chicago" to me os powerfully as 
the amnios of pizza-by-the-slice in the lobbies upstairs. 

I long lo revisit the charming little snlmon run inside 
the airport lobby at Coik, Ireland. I shoot lor long 
stopovers at Heathrow just so I can browse the great 
English bookstores. I show up early far flights out ol San 
Juan, the belter to cruise the ortisanal shops in the gale 
areas I pick a seat that gives me an approaching view of 
Denver's Slapleton airport — its sloik-while tented silhou­
ette as festive as a nomadic encampment, poised theatri­

cally on the lor edge of the Great Plains with the Rockies 
os backdrop. 

So what if furnace-like desert heat lurks outside the 
Phoenix airport? As a people-mover whisks me to the 
rental cais, I'm too busy checking out the cool xeriscaping 
to suffer. Nonsmoker lhal I am, I even welcome the acrid 
stench of cigarette smoke thai greets arrivals at DeGaulle 
in Paiis. One whiff and I know exactly where I am: on the 
brink of a French advenluie. 

At IAH, one could be anywhere. Okay, so we'll 
never have the jaw-dropping, snow-clad volcano setting 
that makes the descent into Portland, Oregon's airport 
such a thrill. Bui an airport can create a unique world with 
its architecture, art, interiors, retail, load, and landscaping. 
So far, IAH has blown the opportunity. 

Domestic-flight terminals A, B, and C — which I 
think of as the Bland Beige Boxes — aie remarkably 
devoid of a sense of place. The main geslure Iowa ids local 
coloi is those eerily waxen studio pot traits ol the mayor, 
city council, and entire congressional delegation hung mer­
cifully high overhead. 

And that's pretty much it, unless you count the 
Terminal A shoeshine guy who affects a cowboy hat. Or 
the amusingly in-yer-face sculpture of ihe late 
Congressman Mickey Lelond inside Ihe grand industiiol hall 
of the international terminal, a space that at leasl provides 
a pleasing coloi palette ond some sense of occasion. But 
what's up with the colossal, flag-wrapped pickup slicks 
flung into Ihe earth outside Terminal D? I can't help but 
think ol this lame sculpture garden as the International 
Obelisk Ranch; it's something Stanley Mcish 3 might 
dream up on a bad day. 

for a literal taste of Houston, Ihe traveler can get a 

decent sliced biisket sandwich from Horlon's BBQ, the only 
palatable local choice among Ihe woeful food puiveyors. 
"Airport Food Doesn't Have to be Terminal," brags o 
poster from CA One, the company that holds the IAH con­
cessions contract. They could hove fooled me. 

You would think a city so self-conscious about its 
image — ond so rich in its food culture — would con­
trive lo offer better eots a I Ihe one facility that presents its 
public lace lo the world, Or, for that mattei, that Houston 
would set up visitoi informotion desks to rival the excellent 
ones at airports from Cleveland to Albany to Denvei, where 
eveiy conceivable map and brochure is available in a soar­
ing lobby centered by a fountain and staffed by lelirement-
age gieeters in Western outfits. Sweetly corny; wonderfully 
useful. 

At IAH, one searches in vain for such amenities. At 
6:30 on a recent Saturday evening, a liny visitor informa­
tion booth near the baggage claim in Terminal A was shut 
up tight, with just one lonely brochure set out far oui 
guests: a guide lo Greenspoinl 

Gelling oiound inside our terminals involves entirely 
too much trudging: even Ihe giim Newoik airport has 
enough moving sidewalks to lighten ihe task Bui I confess 
to a perverse fondness foi oui toy-like tiains that make an 
underground circuit among foui terminols nnd the Marriott 
Hotel. Willi an SRO capacity of only 36 passengers, the 
ihree-cai trams provide a wild, whippy ride reminiscent of 
Ihe state loir. ("You really slide around il you're wearing 
polyester pants!" an airport employeee told me.) World 
class? No. Fun? Absolutely. 

Getting around IAH is more difficult than ever ol lute, 
thanks la the welter of construction wrought by the capital-
improvements project. The vast new parking garages con­

found the unwary; helpful graphics urging you lo remember 

your level omit the crucial instruction thai you must also 

lemember youi area. 11 is not uncommon to see visitois 

wandering between the Greal Wall ol China Level and ihe 

leaning lowei of Pisa Level, nursing blisters and punching 

their panic hutlons in the forlorn hope lhal they will hear 

their lost vehicles bleating somewheie in Ihe maze. 

There is frustration in the makeshift oiiongemenls; 

tiying to access Teiminol C from parking deposits you in 

fiont of hand-lettered plywood signs directing you else­

where, as primitive as something you'd lind at n trading 

post deep in Ihe Amazon basin But there are also signs of 

hope, of intelligent airport life. 

The new garage ramps, big drums clad in skins of 

diamond-patterned mesh, are luminous ond airy at night. 

Plantings of native oaks and holly are digging in around 

Terminals A and B. The waiting areas lor private cars nnd 

taxis aie newly usei friendly: landscaped, comfortable, 

attractive. Quite o change from Ihe giimy concrete holding 

ateas ol old, which resembled nothing so murh us a minor 

level of puigatoiy. 

And in at least one location, even Gertiude Stein 

would have to admit there's a there there. The new corn-

dor linking Teiminol B with its parking garage is filled with 

seoweedy underwatci light and undulating mosaics of 

Texas wildlife: greal blue herons, egiels, roseote spoon­

bills, giant surreal hummingbirds. Embedded in the wavy 

lines of colored granite flooring are detailed melol reliefs 

of aquatic fauna. 

Finally, something I could leain to look foiwaid to. 

In that corridor, I spied two small Asian boys down on theii 

hands and knees, inspecting the likeness of a blue crab. 

Theii faces were studies in wonder, and surprise. • 
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P A R T I : HOW R A I L R O A D S C R E A T E D H O U S T O N 

B Y C H R I S T O F S P I E L E R 

IN THE 1 9 1 0 S , Hous ton p romo ted itselt as 

the place " w h e r e 17 ra i l roads meet the 

sea." L ike most Chamber of Commerce 

slogans, th is was one part fact and one 

part f i c t i on . The 17 ra i l road lines in ques­

t i on belonged to on ly f ive ra i l road com­

panies. Some never left the I lous ton area, 

and one cou ld argue that the three that 

ran f rom i l ous ton to Galveston met the 

sea on the is land, not at Buf fa lo Bayou. 

In a bigger sense, t h o u g h , the slogan 

was ent i re ly cor rec t . Business leaders 

realized early on that Hous ton 's fu ture 

prosper i ty depended o n ra i l roads . When 

il seemed I lie ci ty might be hypassed, 

they acted. The f irst r a i l r oad in the area. 

The Buf fa lo Bayou, B ra /os , and Co lo ­

rado Ra i l r oad , started b u d d i n g west 

f r o m H a r r i s b u r g in ISs I. Hous ton 's city 

counc i l app rop r ia ted pub l ic funds to 

bu i ld a connect ion to it. The C o l u m b i a 

Tap was comple ted in 1856 and sold to 

pr ivate interests t w o years later. M o r e 

ra i l roads f o l l o w e d . I l a r r i sbu rg became a 

h is tor ica l foo tno te ; I l ous ton became a 

ra i l r oad center. 

By the end o f the !9 rh century, the 

smal l earl) ra i l roads had consol idated 

i n t o bigger systems. The last lines bu i l t 

m m H o u s t o n were extensions ol wel l 

f inanced regional sysrems that stretched 

as far as Chicago and San Francisco. 

In their go lden age, ra i l roads were 

the preeminent means o f t ranspor ta t ion . 

In land steamships were al l but gone, cars 

and t rucks struggled w i t h had roads, and 

airplanes were novelt ies. V i r t ua l l y every­

body and every th ing c o m i n g in and out 

o f a city came by t r a i n . Better ra i l road 

connect ions meant l ower rates fo r f re ight 

and convenience for businessmen, and 

H o u s t o n had the best ra i l road connec­

t ions in southeast Texas. U n t i l 1879, 

Calveston's only connect ion to the rail net­

w o r k was th rough H o u s t o n . Houston 's 

natura l geography gave it no advantages, 

but its ra i l road geography d i d . F rom 

I l ous ton , then the nat ion 's 45th- largcst 

c i ty, business travelers cou ld take a 

deluxe sleeping car d i rect to N e w 

Orleans, Los Angeles, San Francisco, St. 
Lou is , Denver, or Ch icago. N o fewer than 

five rai l roads ottered service to Dal las 

Less deluxe t ra ins car r ied passengers just 

about everywhere, connect ing smal l 

towns such as Katy, C o l u m b u s , o r 

Conroe rti I l ous ton . 

But the ra i l road's f re ight service was 

even more impo r t an t . Rai l roads made 

possible indust r ia l concent ra t ion on a 

nat iona l scale. Trains b rough t Texas cot-

ton to I l ous ton , where it was sent by 

t ra in to southeastern nul ls or by ship 

a round the w o r l d . I l ous ton refineries 

received crude o i l by t ra in and shipped 

gasol ine, kerosene, and beat ing o i l . 

Texans mai l -o rdered clothes, f a rm equ ip­

ment , and even houses, and received them 

In t ra in . Rai l roads transl i n mi d ! lous 

f rom a rough f ront ier t o w n to part o l the 

na t iona l economy. 

Rai l roads also t rans formed the look 

i l l rIn- t nv. I n l i n e ra i l roads, t h e n were 

no purely indust r ia l ne ighborhoods, But 

factor ies' need tor rail sidings made land 

alongside the t racks too valuable for 

mixed usi \. In 1 l ous ton , the rai l roads 

came first on the east side, then extended 

i n t o the undeveloped no r th bank o f 

Buf fa lo Bayou. As a result, the city's best 

ne ighborhoods — the ones remote f r o m 

the noise, d i r t , and indust r ia l su r round ­

ings of the ra i l roads — were southwest o l 

d o w n t o w n . A n as to the no r th and east 

became poorer and more i ndus t r i a l , 

places where swi tch engines wen t d o w n 

streets to serve a dense fabr ic of factories 

and warehouses. Factories of a l l sizes had 

sidings where they received raw materials 

and shipped f inished products . Industr ies 

not on the ra i l l ine used wagons to move 

goods to the ra i l r oad . Open load ing plat­

fo rms cal led " ream t r a c k s " and enclosed 

freight houses transferred goods f rom 

wagons to rai lcars. 

Streetcars connected the cits s neigh­

borhoods . Houston 's f i rst last ing streetcar 

l ine opened in 1874. By 1890, t w o c o m ­

panies operated .32 miles of horse-drawn 

street ra i lways. Then came electric t ro l ley 

cars, one o f the great innovat ions o f the 

Amer ican city. Klectric power increased 

speeds, e l im inated horse manure , and was 

remarkab ly durable and inexpensive to 

bu i ld . R i c h m o n d , V i rg in ia , launched the 

first successful electric streetcar l ine in 

I8KH, and w i t h i n a few years, v i r tua l l y al l 

cities o f any size had streetcars. I [ouston's 

f i rst electric streetcar ran in 1891 . Fifteen 

months later, al l the lines had been electr i­

f ied. In I 9 2 " , the system peaked at 90 

miles of routes. Streetcars p rov ided the 

a rmature a r o u n d wh ich the ci ty grew. 

Ne ighborhoods grew a r ound new lines 

and new lines were bui l t in to new neigh­

borhoods. Since the streetcars were p r i ­

vately operated, the city cou ld no t use 

them as development tools. But develop­

ers cou ld . O u t l y i n g land was sui table fo r 

development on ly i f connected by a street­

car l ine. II necessary, the developer bui l t 

that line himself. 
D o w n t o w n — a concen t ra t i on of 

re ta i l and of f ices — was no t possible 

w i t h o u t streetcars to b r i n g in shoppers 

and of f ice w o r k e r s . Carr iages and pedes­

t r ians c o u l d never suppor t such density. 

O u r m o d e r n v iew o f the c i ty — a dense 

commerc ia l d o w n t o w n s u r r o u n d e d by 

s p r a w l i n g resident ia l ne i ghbo rhoods , a 

place where one w o r k e d in one place 

and l ived in another — is an i nven t i on 

o l the streetcar. 

Ou ts ide the c i ty , streetcars became 

high-speed in te ru rbans . I l ous ton had 

two. The Galveston-Houston Electric 
R a i l w a y ran o n c i ty streets in d o w n t o w n 

H o u s t o n (where n shared t racks w i t h 

streetcars) and d o w n the center of 

B roadway in Ga lves ton . In be tween, it 

used a high-speed ra i l road-sty le r ight o f 

way. N o n s t o p t ra ins w i t h par lo r cars 

made the run in 75 minutes. Regular 

t ra ins took longer, s topp ing in places l ike 

Texas Ci ty and League City. "The other 

i n te ru rhan , the H o u s t o n N o r t h Shore, 

connected to the streetcar system on 

1 \o i i s Street and headed east to Goose 

I reek. In terurbans f lour ished br ief ly in 

the I "J 10s and 1920s, then were dr iven 

out o l business hv automobi les and the 

Great Depression. The N o r t h Shore sur­

vived as a f re ight l ine; the Galveston l ine 

was abandoned , hav ing never covered its 

cons t ruc t ion costs. Bur it left a s t r ing o f 

smal l towns tha i have since become a 

so l id swath o f suburb ia between I lous ton 

and ( i .dvcs to i i . 

H o u s t o n streetcars d i d n ' t surv ive 

the depress ion, either. "I he last streetcar 

route was replaced by buses in I 940 . By 

t h e n , the ra i l r oad indus t ry was in de­

c l ine as w e l l , t hough that w o u l d not 

become obv ious un t i l the 1950s, w h e n 

Hous ton ' s leaders tu rned their a t ten t ions 

to h ighways and |et planes. But t rams 

had left last ing marks in the shape o l the 

c i ty , in its ne ighbo rhoods and suburbs , 

and in the indust r ies the t ra ins a t t rac ted . 

M o r e fundamenta l l y , the ra i l r oad era 

was responsib le fo r Hous ton ' s prosper i ty 

an i l its c o n t i n u i n g regional dom inance . 

Ra i l roads n u d e I l ous ton . 

MAP: In 1927, Houston was in the midst of one of its 

periodic booms. The streetcar system was at its peak 

in site and ridership, but developers were already 

creating new car-centered developments such as 

River Oaks and Braeswood. The last railroad line into 

Houston was completed that year. Houston's growth 

over the previous 50 years had been driven by street­

cars and railroads. From then on, cars took that role, 

creating a very different urban fabric. But this old 

Houston — a city of small lots and walkable street 

grids - is still there, buried in the middle of a 21st-

century metropolis. 

The map's streetcar network is derived from 

Steven Baron's Houston Electric (self-published, 

Houston, 1996) Urban development and railroad 

lines are from a 1928 map of Houston published by 

the River Oaks Corporation (Center far American 

History, The University of Texas at Austin) and 

United States Geological Survey quadrangle maps: 

Aldine, 1919; Bellaire, 1921; Deepwoter, 1922; 

Houston Heights, 1922; Humble, 1919; Park Place, 

1922; and Settegast, 1922 (all Center for American 

History, The University of Texas at Austin). 
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IN THE 1 9 2 0 S , ra i l roads were the leading 

H U M lis o f t r anspo r ta t i on ; n o w they ' re one 

o f many. The o ld ca r ry -evc ry ih ing , go-

everywhere ra i l road system is gone. But 

in its place is a new system, less pervasive 

h i l l equal ly v i t a l , that specializes in a lew 

key commodi t ies . 

R a i l s inherent advantage is lis econ­

omy : no other n a t i o n w i d e ne two rk can 

carry goods in such hulk or at as low a 

cost as ra i l roads. Bulk commod i t i es — 

coa l , chemicals, g ra in , and ore — make 

up two - th i r ds o f N o r t h Amer i can rai l 

tn i in ige. Die coal Li i i ik 's f r om the App.i 

laehians, C o l o r a d o , U t a h , and the Cana­

d ian Rockies, and above al l f r o m the high 

plains MI \ \ n ng, h goes to steel plants, 

t o expor t docks, and to power plants. 

Over one- th i rd o f U.S. e lectr ic i ty is gener­

ated f r o m ra i l -home coa l . 

I lous ton is t o chemicals what 

W y o m i n g is to coal . Rai l roads don ' t car ry 

crude oi l and gasol ine, wh ich move in 

pipel ines. Instead, t ra ins carry the chemi­

cal hn i l du ig Mocks of indust ry : tank cars 

of s i i l l unc ac id , latex, ch lo r ine , and many 

others, and hopper cars o f fert i l izer and 

plastic pellets. 

( . ra in comes in seasonal rushes ih. i t 

stretch ra i l road lahor pools and car sup­

plies. 11 is loaded at massive elevators 

across rhe M idwes t and the far West, then 

moves s lowly to mi l ls and docks idc 

expor t elevators. 

Rai l roads move hu lk cargoes w i t h 

extreme efficiency. A I (),()()() t on coal 

t ra in moves in one piece f r o m a mine-

owned loading silo to a u t i l i t y -owned 

unloader, requ i r ing on ly a few two-person 

engineer crews. Th is is in contrast t o t ra­

d i t iona l " loose c a r " boxcar ra i l road ing , 

where .1 single cai requires mul t ip le 

crews, t ra ins, and yards to he picked up , 

sor ted, re-sorted, p robab l ) sorted once 

more , and f inal ly del ivered. Rai l roads 

have been t r y i n g fo r SO years to get out 

o f the " loose ca r " husmess, and they have 

largely succeeded. 

Conta iner technology has kept ra i l ­

roads in the merchandise business. The 

ease o f transfer hetween sh ip , road , and 

rai l a l lows ra i l roads use their strengths 

wh i l e more agile t rucks handle p i ckup 

and delivery. Truckers have t roub le heat­

ing the ra i l roads ' speed over long dis­

tances and can ' i touch the cost. Thus , 

ma jo r t r uck i ng f i rms such as J.B. I l i nn 

and Schneider n o w use ra i l roads tor 

m u c h o f the i r long-hau l t ra f f ic , par t i cu ­

lar ly across the West, as does Un i ted 

Parcel Service, Sh ipp ing lines have substi­

tu ted conta iner t ra ins for the Panama 

Cana l . Trams on t igh t l y coord ina ted 

schedules meet ships at Pacific ports and 

move goods to the eastern t w o - t h i r d s o f 

the con t inen t . " I n t e r m o d a l " t raf f ic — 

conta iners and t ruck trai lers carr ied by 

t ra in — w i l l soon over take coal as the 

ra i l roads ' higgest revenue source. 

As the ra i l roads ' economic role has 

been t rans fo rmed , the ra i l road ne twork 

has changed to ma tch , l-'ifty years o f cost-

cu t t ing has e l iminated 4(1 percent of ra i l -

road mileage and 90 percent o f employ­

ment . A con t inuous quest fo r economies 

of scale has dr iven waves o f mergers that 

have left only six huge systems operat ing 

a lmost a l l the nat ion 's main l ine t rack. 

A lmos t no new lines have heen hu i l l 

since the 1920s; prof i t margins are too 

th in for t ha i . Instead, rai l roads have cho­

sen segments f r om their redundant net­

w o r k s to fit the new t raf f ic patterns. 

M a n y once busy lines are gone, bur o ther 

routes car ry more t raf f ic than ever. 

N a t i o n a l t raf f ic f lows have been project­

ed o n t o local ne tworks th rough rhe hap­

penstance o f history. 

Thus, places that once revolved 

a r o u n d the ra i l road have hecome inciden­

tal to it. Ra i l road landscapes si i l l ex is l . 

I IIL-> are hu i l t on a vast, i nhuman scale, 

suited ft) long t ra ins, b road curves, and 

vaids fu l l ot ra i lcars. These places are 

few, t hough . The o ld ra i l road landscapes 

— the congested factories and warehous­

es o f the inner c i ty — no longer need rail 

service. A once dense ne twork o f tracks 

in streets and hetween bui ld ings has dis 

appeared or is rust ing away. Even the 

indust r ia l parks far ther ou t a long the 

tracks n o w have far more abandoned rai l 

spurs than act ive ones. Bur the t ra ins s t i l l 

pass i h r o u g h , b lock ing streets and dis­

u n i t i n g sleep. 

The so lu t ion to this prob lem lies in 

separat ion. In the 19211s and 1930s, ra i l ­

roads buil t elevated tracks, underpasses, 

and new belt lines to accommodate auto­

mobiles. N o w the revi ta l izat ion o f the 

inner city and the real izat ion that ra i l roads 

are not disappearing have revived the idea, 

leading to a handful of protects around 

the country . In l.os Angeles, the Alameda 

Cor r i do r combines three separate rai l lines 

to the por t into a double-t rack route in a 

ten-mile t rench, increasing t ram speeds 

and e l iminat ing 2 0 0 sets o f crossing gates. 

In Lafayette, Indiana, a new line sk i r t ing 

d o w n t o w n has replaced a busy freight line 

ihat ran d o w n ci ty Streets. 

Such extensive cap i ta l imp rove ­

ments require pub l i c f u n d i n g (the cost o f 

d ie A lameda C o r r i d o r a lone exceeds 

each o f rhe western ra i l roads ' cap i ta l 

budgets fo r 2 0 0 1 ) , and that requires a 

new mindset . Un l i ke every o ther indus­

t r ia l i zed n a t i o n , the Un i ted States never 

na t iona l ized its f re ight ra i l roads . Po l i ­

t ic ians are re luctant to invest pub l i c 

money i n t o pr iva te i n f ras t ruc tu re , and 

the ra i l roads — w h i c h the gove rnmen t 

regulated heavi ly un t i l the 1980s — are 

re luctant to accept the rest r ic t ions that 

may come w i t h pub l i c funds. 

t i n e needs on ly count the t rucks on 

any interstate to see the potent ia l of 

treight ra i l . New rai l l ines, grade-separat­

ed f r o m roads and go ing a r ound cit ies 

rather than th rough t hem, cou ld increase 

rail 's market share, reduce t ra f f ic conges­

t i on and po l l u t i on , and make h ighways 

safer, Texas governor Rick Perry has pro­

posed (list tha i w i t h his "Trans Texas 

C o r r i d o r s , " a ne twork ot combined high-

ways, freight and passellgei rai l l ines, and 

pipel ine cor r idors . The ambi t ious scheme 

faces many hurdles, hut u's h igh t ime we 

consider its basic premises — tha i trans 

po r ta t i ou p o l i o needs to consider freight 

as much as people, and rhar ra i l roads 

have an impor tan t place in that pol icy. 

Regardless o f the proposal 's fu tu re , 

Houston 's ra i l roads w i l l no i go a w a y 

I lous ton is no t a city that t rains s imply 

pass t h r o u g h ; it's a ma jo r generator o l 

freight t raf f ic . As long as refineries Inu­

t i le Ship Channe l , rrains w i l l serve them. 

Recent h is tory shows h o w impor tan t 

I l ous lon is to the ra i l roads. In 1997, the 

Un ion Pacific t r ied to consol idate its 

I l ous lon operat ions in one ra i l ya rd . The 

yard t i l led up and cou ld accept no more 

trains. Trains started hack ing up on 

routes leading to H o u s t o n , and w i t h i n 

da\ ^, l l ie enure weste tn r.uln i.ul system 

gr id locked . I l ous ton is sri l l a ra i l road city. 

MAP: The area around the Part of Houston is a huge 

source of traffic for the freight railroads. This is due 

not to the port itself, but rather to the industrial 

plants that surround it, particularly the refineries 

and chemical plants. Houston also serves as region­

al rail hub; petrochemicals from the rest of the Texas 

coast move through Houston on their way to the East 

and Midwest. Houston is also on an east-west 

transcontinental line, the Sunset Route from Los 

Angeles to New Orleans. Those traffic flows, though, 

are secondary. For the most part, railroad traffic in 

Houston originates locally. The concentration of rail 

lines on the east side reflects that. Because no rails 

cross the ship channel, most railroad traffic funnels 

through a small area immediately to the east and 

northeast of downtown. 

On the map opposite, the concentration of 

industry to the east and south is clear; it woutd be 

more dramatic if the volumes shipped were shown. 

Many of the industries shown handle only two or 

three cars at a time, but petrochemical plants may 

load dozens daily. 

Traffic density information is derived from the 

National Transportation Atlas Database 2002, 

reported by the Federal Railroad Administration. 

Industries and yards were located by observation 

from public streets. Industries with tracks that had 

railcars on them or showed signs of recent use were 

assumed to be served by rail. Some industries not 

visible from public streets may have been missed. 
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As A CITY GROWS, it is constrained by exist­

ing property lines. The older the city, the 

worse the problem. Downtown Boston's 

intractable traffic jams are the result ol a 

modern higlinsc downtown served by a 

pre-indnstnal street network. But newer 

cities such as I Inuston hive similar prob­

lems. West of the Galleria, Wcsrheimer is 

built on the right-of-way of a farm-to-

market road. The only way to widen 

transportation corridors or create new 

OIKS is to condemn property, an expen­

sive and politically difficult prospect. 

In this context, railroads arc an 

invaluable resource. Railroad right-of-

ways are at least 50 and usually 100 feet 

wide. A double-track line occupies only 

30 feet of that. In the post-industrial city, 

many of these lines are little used or 

abandoned. As the city grew, these strips 

of land remained intact. To a transporta­

tion planner, this is the stuff of dreams. 

In Houston, reuse of railroad lines 

as highways dates back to the 1940s, 

when the last remnants of the I louston-

Galveston F.lectric Railroad were aban­

doned to create a path for the Gulf 

I reeway. \ddit ional land had to In 

taken on both sides of the tracks for the 

freeway, but the railroad line still offered 

the path of least resistance. Outside of 

cities, early highways such as Old Katy 

Road and the Hempstead Highway fol­

lowed railroad lines Co connect the 

towns that had grown up along them. 

When the interstate* came, they followed 

the same path where possible. At towns 

such as Katy, where the tracks and the 

old highway pass through downtown, 

the freeway curved away, skirting the 

town and returning to the railroad 

tracks on the lar side. Meanwhile, active 

railroad lines found additional uses. 

From the days when the hrsi telegraph 

lines were built along railroads, railroad1 

corridors have been used for communi­

cations lines. Today, railroad righr-of-

ways carry high-tension electric lines, 

gas and oil pipelines, and fiber-optic 

communications cables. 

The past two decades have created 

unprecedented opportunities tor the 

reuse of railroads. Through the 1970s, 

most abandoned railroad were rural 

branch lines. But the rapid consolidation 

of railroads made many main lines sur­

plus, and the deindustriali/ation of cities 

has done the same to urban branches. 

Offered enough money, railroads wil l 

gladly reroute traffic and close low-den 

sity lines. Such corridors have found a 

variety of new uses. 

Not surprisingly, 1 louston's highway 

planners have made much of the opportu­

nity. The I lardy Toll Road was built on 

railroad right-of-way around a still-active 

railroad line. This arrangement benefited 

the railroad as well as the toll road: The 

road overpasses required to create a limit­

ed-access highway also eliminate railroad 

grade crossings, creating a nine-mile rail­

road with no crossing gates. Three cur­

rent Houston highway projects use aban­

doned rail lines, and if planners get their 

way, many more wi l l follow. The Harris 

County Toll Road Authority (1 K IRA) 

has posted a map of such towering ambi­

tion that it would make New York's 

Robert Moses proud. It includes toll lanes 

on existing freeways, elevated toll roads 

above streets, and new toll roads along 

active railroad lines. 

Some of the same rail lines have 

attracted the attention of the Metro­

politan Transit Authority, which is trying 

to make up for Houston's long history of 

failed rail transit proposals. After propos­

ing subways and monorails, M I 'TRO has 

committed itself to a less expensive tech­

nology. "L ight-ra i l " trains are short and 

powered by an overhead wire, allowing 

then to cross streets at grade and mix 

with cars in city streets. Thirteen U.S. 

cities have opened light-rail lines since 

1981, ami Houston wil l join their ranks 

when \11' I RO opens the Mam Street 

MKTRORail in early 2004. 

The Main Street line is atypical in 

one important respect: It tuns exclusively 

in citv streets. Trains wil l have their own 

lane and wil l be linked to traffic lights so 

that they wil l rarely hit red lights. But 

street speed limns hobble light-rail vehi­

cles: Main Street trains won't go faster 

than .15 miles per hour; counting stops, 

they wil l average only 15. That is faster 

than a bus, but not good enough for long 

tups. To get higher speeds, light rail needs 

Us own right nl way, and abandoned rail 

Inns are perfect. 1 lere, protected from 

cars by crossing gates, light rail trains tan 

run at highway speeds. 

But using only rail lines would hob­

ble a system, too, unless the lines are 

unusually well located. It doesn't matter 

how fast a train goes if it doesn't go 

where the riders are. So most light-rail 

systems are created by assembling differ 
enl r ights o f way : c i ty streets in d o w n ­

t o w n , rai l lines in the suburbs, and t u n ­

nels or elevated structures in some con­

gested areas. Part icu lar ly in near -down­

t o w n ne ighborhoods, planners face a 

tradeoff . Using a ra i l road r ight of way is 

cheaper and provides faster t r ips fo r sub­

urban r iders. Using a c i ty street provides 

access for inner city residents and has 

more potent ia l ft) revital ize ne ighbor­

hoods. M a k i n g the decision is as much a 

mat ter of pol i t ics as engineer ing. 

Ano the r potent ia l use for inact ive rai l 

lines is more bucol ic: A l i t t le landscaping 

and a str ip o f asphalt t rans forms an aban­

doned rai l l ine in to a h ike-h ike t ra i l . The 

Rails to Tra i ls movement has spread 

na t ionw ide and includes every th ing f r o m 

trai ls across M o n t a n a moun ta i n passes to 

long , s t ra ight trai ls past M i d w e s t e r n c o r n ­

fields to paths lor u rban bike commuters . 

I louston 's amb i t i ous b ike t ra i l p rog ram 

includes several segments of abandoned 

i.nl Inns i l l .n w ill connect w i t h bayou 

paths and b ike lanes in streets. 

A l l new uses for rai l lines have 

downsides. 1 lomeowners expect that 

abandoned rai l lines w i l l stay that w a y ; 

people are a larmed to f ind that the str ip 

o i weeds behind the house they bought 

may become a bike t ra i l , a t ransi t l ine , o r 

a h ighway. Perceived threats to proper ty 

values are the surest way t o mot iva te 

people to at tend meet ings, wr i te letters to 

elected of f ic ia ls , and sue. Never m i n d that 

many o f those fears are un founded or at 

least petty. It's said that l ight - ra i l might 

mean noise (actual ly, it 's quieter than a 

bus), b r ing cr ime { though the m o r n i n g 

paper regular ly proves c r imina ls can 

dr ive) , o r lower proper ty values ( though 

studies have shown the opposi te) . Bike 

t ra i ls cou ld at t ract beer -dr ink ing teens 

(such as the proper ty owners ' kids) or 

ru in the sacred pr ivacy of the Amer ican 

back ya rd . 

The government is qu i te capable of 

f igh t ing w i t h itself, t oo . M K T R O and 

I [ C T R A have engaged in a sometimes 

publ ic d ispute over custody o l the rebui l t 

Ka ty Freeway's med ian . A century ago, 

ra i l barons fought each other w i t h 

lawyers, br ibes, and even guns. The guns 

have been pu t away, but the new rai l bat­

tles are just as f ierce. • 

MAP: Houston's RAILROAD NETWORK REMAINS LARGELY INTACT. 

THAI HASN'T STOPPED GOVERNMENT AGENCIES FROM FINDING NEW 

USES FOR RAIL RIGHT-OF-WAYS, CONVENIENT!?, THE ONLY TWO MAIN 

LINES out OF HOUSTON THAT HAVE HEN ABANDONED ARE OH THE 

DENSELY POPULATED WEST SIDE. THE LINES THAI REMAIN ACTIVE ALSO 

OFFER OPPORTUNITIES FOR RE-USE, ESPECIALLY THOSE ORIGINAL!? 

BUILT THROUGH OPEN COUNTRYSIDE ON WIDE RIGHTS-OF-HAF. 

TOILWAYS ARE FROM AH UNDATED MAP ENTITLED "POOLED 

PROJECTS" FORMERLY POSTED ON THE HARRIS COUNTY TOLL ROAD 

AUTHORITY WEBSITE. TRANSIT OPTIONS ARE FROM FOUR DIFFERENT 

STUDIES. THREE ARE SPONSORED BY METRO AND REPRESENT THE 

FIRST STEP IN OBTAINING FEDERAL FUNDING. THE STUDIES MAY RECOM­

MEND LIGHT-RAIL OR BUS; THE CHOSEN ALTERNATIVES WILL GO BEFORE 

VOTERS IN NOVEMBER 2 0 0 ] , ALONG WITH A SCHEMATIC PLAN FOR A 

COMPREHENSIVE SYSTEM. THE FOURTH STUDY MAS CONDUCTED BY THE 

CITY OF HOUSTON TO CONSIDER DEVELOPMENT IMPLICATIONS AHD REC­

OMMEND AN ALIGNMENT TO METRO. SOURCES: UPTOWN-WEST LOOP 

STUDY FAIL 2002 NEWSLETTER, NORTH HARDY PLANNING STUDIES 

FALL 2002 NEWSLETTER, SOUTHEAST UNIVERSITIES HOBBY PLANNING 

STUDIES WEBSITE, AND INNER KATY TRANSIT ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT 

STUDY DRAFT REPORT DATED OCTOBER 15, 2002. BIKEWAYS ARE 

FROM THE CITY OF HOUSTON HOUSTOH BIKEWAYS PROGRAM WEBSITE. 
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competi t ive facilities, which h\ their I I . I I I I I 'L ' 

g r o w larger and larger. Deeper channels 

for larger ships require constant dredging. 

( K M .I hundred years, a natural w atei shed 

and salt-marsh ecology has been trans­

formed into one of the largest, most pro­

ductive industr ial zones in the w o r l d . 

Port of Call 

NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE POWER OF DEEP-WATER DREAMS 

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

HOUSTON, A CITY FOUNDED IN a swamp, has 

always harbored deep-water ambitions, 

l iven though it's 50 miles distant f rom the 

nearest lapping waves o f w a r m Gu l f salt 

water, Houston 's founders and fathers 

always dreamed of it pr imar i ly as a port 

city. A n d strangely enough, despite being 

situated in the least auspicious o f locations, 

through pol i t ical persistence, geographic 

fortui ty, and a few turns of historical hap­

penstance, I louston d id eventually become 

a successful deep-water por t , the sixth 

largest in the w o r l d and , in the U.S., first 

in foreign waterbomc tonnage and second 

in tota l tonnage. The po r t and its associ­

ated industr ial / one , prov id ing trade con­

nections around the w o r l d , are the engines 

that drive I iotistnu's prosperity. 

Economic success, however, comes at 

a cost. M a k i n g the port has involved 

recurrent large-scale restructurings o l the 

landscape and .i lu rations to the em in in 

ment. A por t , l ike a city, keeps eating the 

land around it to provide newer, more 

Al l this was not apparent in lK.?f>, when 

Texas settlers, v ictor ious in their wa r for 

independence f rom Mex i co , found them­

selves in possession o f a vast undeveloped 

terr i tory. East Texas was not a part icular ly 

rich land, but there was t imber to the 

northeast, soil o f adequate fert i l i ty to sup­

port co t ton , rice, and sugar cane cult iva­

t ion in the Brazos River valley to the 

southwest, and a for tui tous opening to the 

Gu l f of M e x i c o at Galveston Bay. Mos t o f 

the rivers along the Texas gu l f coast are 

seasonal and shi f t ing, impeded by sand­

bars, w i thout protected harbors. Galveston 

was the best natural port a long the coast, 

its hay protected hut shallow, flushed by a 

high volume of water f l ow ing th rough the 

nar row Bolivar Channel that kepi the pas­

sage clear of sandbars. Buffalo Bayou, at 

least up to Harnsburg , formed a broad 

channel for navigat ion. 

There was considerable compet i t ion 

then to establish the city that wou ld he the 

successful trans-shipment po in t , where ox -

wagons could transfer their loads o f co t ton 

or lumber to barges or steamers. Then, ,is 

now, small differentials in the cost of com-



pctmg modes ol transport made all the dif­

ference, and aquatic barges, being cheaper 

than terrestrial ox carts, won out. I he port 

should be as far up the bayou as free navi­

gation would permit. 

In 18U->, brothers Augustus and 

John Allen, a pair of real-estate promot­

ers, pushed far up Buffalo Bayou to their 

fourth-preferred site to found their 

dream city. (Their first three choices — 

at GalveStOO, Morgan's Point, and 

I larnsburg — turned out to be already 

taken or tied up in title disputes.| Even 

though their site — now I louston — was 

tar from ideal, by sheer entrepreneurial 

audacity the Allen brothers succeeded in 

making their paper city a reality. Bui as 

ii turned out, lhe\ went .1 lew miles too 

far up the bayou. 

The Aliens were so convinced of their 

venture that in ISS7 they hired the 85-foot 

steamer Laura to make a demonstration 

voyage up the bayou. Because of sharp 

bends, sandbars, logs, and overhanging 

branches, the trip took three days, but 

their ship nonetheless came in. When skep­

tics remained unpersuaded, the brothers 

hired the Constitution, the largest steamer 

then plying those waters. It made the trip 

tip the bayou, but unfortunately there was 

no room for it to turn around, and, embar­

rassingly, it had to k1 backed down the 

bayou to a wider area eight miles down­

stream. This became known as Constitu­

tion Bend, and later became the site of the 

Turning Basin — as far as deep-water ships 

ever made it toward 1 louston. 

1 louston then had to be content with 

the small, shallow draft ships and barges 

that could come up the narrow, twisting 

channels of Buffalo Bayou and turn 

around, and with being, at the Allen's 

political instigation, the (temporary) capi­

tal of the new Republic of Texas. Begin­

ning in the ISM)-, there were sporadic 

efforts to improve the navigability of the 

upper reaches of Buffalo Bayou by deep­

ening and straightening the channel. 

Allen's Landing did become a small func­

tioning port, and cotton was loaded right 

at the bottom of Main Street for ship­

ment to Galveston. 

It was Galveston that won the first 

round of what would become a continuing 

competition with Houston, and between 

1840 and 19(H) it became a prosperous 

and urbane city, the largest in Texas. Cot­

ton was brought to Galveston by barge 

and loaded onto ocean-going ships moored 

outside the oyster reefs, bound lor the east 

coast or Ltigland. The Strand became the 

center of cotton export, and new buildings 

were built with cast-iron parts imported 

from Lngland on cotton freighters that 

needed ballast for the return journey to 

Texas. By 1896, with the support of west­

ern states seeking an outlet for their pro­

duce, construction ol federally tunded jet­

ties and dredging to a depth of 25 feet 

niadi (i.ilveston .1 11 ue deep-water pun. 

With the growth of the railroads in 

the latter half of the 19th century, Hou­

ston's inland location developed an 

advantageous potential. Lying along an 

east-west route from New Orleans to Los 

Angeles, and along a north-south route 

from St. Louis to Mexico, Houston 

became a convergence point for rail ship­

ment. Galveston, on an island 50 miles 

farther away, was not along a major 

Mini; , .iiisI was i.iik tenuously linked by .1 

single line from I louston that crossed the 

bay on a low viaduct. Now cotton and 

other commodities could be shipped by 

rail from Houston or points west to 

Galveston at less cost and in half the time 

needed to barge it down the bayou. 

I loustonians did not give up their 

deep-water dreams, however. The pu^i ln l 

ity of reducing shipping costs even more 

by avoiding Galveston entirely drove 

Houston's ambition. The I louston congres­

sional delegation kept Irving to get the fed­

eral government to pay the cost ol dredging 

a deep channel to Houston. Soon the bal­

ance shifted to I louston, but it came at an 

enormous cost to Galveston. 

The Great Storm struck Galveston on 

September 8, 1900. In a natural disaster 

of unparalleled destruction, more than 

6,000 people were killed and large areas 

of the city were devastated in the storm 

surge. It took Galveston 15 years ro 

recover and rebuild. The island focused its 

efforts on building a seawall, raising the 

grade level of much of the city, and con­

structing a new rail/auto viaduct across 

the bay. With Galveston thus distracted, 

I louston representatives seized the oppor­

tunity to push through Congress a bill to 

fund the construction of a ship channel, 

with a compromise provision to rebuild 

the Port of Galveston. 

The construction of the Houston 

Ship Channel, an enormous engineering 

project, was begun with federal funds in 
190.?. The work involved several related 

parts: first, the dredging of a channel 

18.5 feet deep and 100 feet wide for 25 

miles north through the shallow waters 

ol Galveston Bay to Morgan's Point, the 

mouth of the bayou; second, straighten­

ing and widening Buffalo Bayou for 

another 2 s miles, north to Lynchburg, 

then west in I ong Reach; and third, con­

struction of a turning basin large enough 

for ocean-going ships at Constitution 

Bend. This work went in fits and starts, 

hut was finally completed by 19M, with 

the channel depth increased to a depth of 

25 feet, sufficient for the latest ocean­

going ships. Citing budget and engineer­

ing considerations, the Corps of 

I ngineers resolved a local controversy by 

siting the turning basin eight miles east 

ol downtown Houston. Though the city's 

loimdmg dream ol deep water had been 

thwarted, the city's oflicials wire 

unshaken. II the deep water would not 

come to Houston, then Houston would 
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go to the deep water. I t d id so by annex-

inn I l a r r i sh i i r g and g r o w i n g eas tward . 

Meanwh i le , the rebuilt 1'ort o f 

Galveston was one o f the most modern 

facilities in the w o r l d , w i t h a 32- foot chan­

nel, more than 100 berths, five miles o f 

wha r f f rontage, and new elevators and 

warehouses. It recovered quick ly , and by 

1412 was the second busiest por t (after 

N e w York) in the U.S., hand l ing three 

rimes more co t ton than any other por t in 

the w o r l d . But Galveston cou ld not long 

main ta in its lead over Hous ton . U l t i ­

mately, there was simply not enough space 

a long its cramped water f ron t for all the 

services needed for a modern por t . N o r 

cou ld ( i . t lveston overcome us disadvantage 

as a spur to I louston's rail center. The 

extra cosr o l shipping to Galveston, 

k n o w n as " the d i f fe rent ia l , " always made 

its port less compet i t ive than wharves clos­

er to Hous ton . 

So I In us ton became an internat ional 

por t , connected to the west coast by the 

Panama Canal (opened in IV15) and to a 

new sysiem ot 111tcrcoast.il canals along the 

( i u l f coast. I he pr imary cargoes were cot­

ton , fertilizer, lumber f r om east Texas, and 

sugar and rice f rom the coastal plains. 

As luck w o u l d have i t , on January 10, 

1401, barely four months after the Great 

Storm devastated Galveston, and less than 

f id miles away, o i l gushed out ot a hole 

poked into the g round at Spindletop. There 

ensued a mad rush (or o i l , and w i t h i n a 

tew '..• u \ fields were discovered .ill ovei 

east, south, and central Texas. Wor ld War I 

demonstrated the ut i l i ty of the internal-

combust ion engine and spurred its develop­

ment, fuel ing the demand tor petroleum 

products at the same t ime that new fields 

were coming on-l ine all over east Texas. 

When the ship channel made 2 s miles 

of water f ront real estate available along 

each bank in 1914, I louston's ready access 

to w o r l d markets encouraged oi l compa­

nies to start bui ld ing refineries here: 

Sinclair came in in 1918, fo l lowed by I teep 

Water m 1919, G r o w n and Humb le in 

1920, and Shell in 1929. By 19.10 there 

were eight refineries on the ship channel, 

and pipelines f rom fields in south and east 

Texas were converging on the new channel 

facilities. By 1940, 14 ship channel refiner­

ies accounted for 1 I percent of the gasoline 

produced in the U.S. 

Af ter a slow t ime dur ing the 

Depression, W o r l d War I I provided the 

next impetus for industr ia l development 

along the ship channel. Steel mi l ls, ord­

nance plants, and shipyards ted the war 

machine. Most impor tant , the petro leum 

industry spawned the petrochemical indus­

try, w i t h new refineries processing raw 

stocks of pet ro leum, natural gas, and sulfur 

10 produce new chemical wonders such as 

butadiene lor synthetic rubber, toluene for 

I N T , and high-o,ualiry aviat ion fuel. This 

enormous expansion of port industries 

cont inued alter the war. The petrochemical 

industry readily converted to the produc­

tion o l myr iad plashes to supply an ever-

expanding domestic market. Synthetic 

fibers were developed that supplanted the 

market lor co t ton. 

To mainta in an edge over such com­

petitors as N e w York , Philadelphia, and 

N e w Orleans, the Port o f 1 louston Author­

ity (which was established in 1927) has 

made major investments in dredging, addi ­

t ional wharves, and new materials han­

d l ing facilit ies. If you are serious about 

having a deep-water por t , you have to keep 

mak ing it deeper and wider as ships get 

larger. I he ship channel has been cont inu-

al l j deepened and widened: in 1925 f rom a 

depth of 25 feet to i d feet; in I9 . is to a 

depth of .14 feet and a w id th of 400 feet; 

and in 1967 to a depth o f 40 feet. ( air-

rently it is being dredged to a depth o f 45 

teet M\<.\ a w id th o l s 10 feet, even though 

this necessitates replacing numerous 

pipelines, cables, tunnels, and other under* 

channel infrastructure. The dredging opera­

tions have also created new terr i tory, as 

mi l l ions o f cubic yards of spoilage have 

been placed in diked cells similar to Dutch 

polders. Some o f these areas have been 

used to bui ld new port facilities; more 

recently, some have been use to create b i rd 

habitats and salt marshes. 

I he Port of I louston now carries 

more foreign waterborne tonnage than any 

other port in the U.S., and w i th about 194 

mi l l ion ions in 2 0 0 1 , ranks second behind 

south Louisiana in tota l tonnage. Counted 

111 tonnage, the I louston port 's top trade 

partners are M e x i c o , Venezuela, and Saudi 

Arab ia . Counted in dol lars, total foreign 

trade is about $45 b i l l i on , w i t h the tup 

trade partners being Mex ico , Germany, 

and Brazi l . This g r o w t h , a long w i th the 

development o l air cond i t ion ing , f inal ly 

a l lowed I louston to proc la im usell "a 

w o r l d c i ty . " 

Despite the Port of I I l lusion's economic 

importance to t in city, foi mosl I Ion 

Etonians the port is a remote and unex­

plored terr i tory. This is true o l most ports 

in most cities: even when they are located 

111 the center of a city their operat ions are 

not publ ic in nature, and all the interesting 

stuff is hidden behind walls and bui ldings. 

But Houston's por t , eight l i nks removed 

f rom d o w n t o w n and far f rom the Gu l f , has 

its o w n uilit|Lie and unknown terr i tory. In 

general, it can be seen as compr is ing three 

parts: the o ld port nearest I louston, 

anchored it t in l u r i i i ng Basin; the p> (TO 

chemical port spread a long the banks o l 

the I louston Ship Channel ; and the mod­

ern specialty ports, exempl i f ied by the con­

tainer te rmina l , wh i ch is located close to 

Galveston Bay for easy access by large 

ocean-going ships, 

A slice through the history o f the o ld 

port may be obtained f rom a t r ip on the 

M/V SLIIU Houston, the Port Author i ty 's 

publ ic tour boat. The tour goes f rom the 

http://111tcrcoast.il
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Turning Basin to the l o o p 610 bridge, 

pretty ruin.li the p r e - W W 11 port . At the 

head of tin- Turn ing Basic is a col lect ion o f 

dormant ships: the dereliet Stult S/urit of 

M o n r o v i a , a rust ing hulk that burned five 

years ago, and three Navy ro l l -on/ ro l l -o l t 

ships pre-posit ioned on read; alert lo ship 

mi l i tary cargo to the next war / one . A little 

farther d o w n there is the everyday w o r k i n g 

port for general cargo: ships wharved next 

to warehouses, being loaded or unloaded 

Hem by i tem by longshoremen du r ing day­

light operat ions. On a recent day, one 

could see the Wilson o f Dover, Delaware, 

loading pallets of ferti l izer sacks; the Sl,n 

i.lfui o l Panama unloading steel pipe on to 

a dozen wa i t ing fl.itlx.-ds, w i th several giani 

generators nearby on rai l cars awa i t ing the 

return t r i p ; the North <7u//c>;ec, also of 

Panama, tak ing on petrochemicals by pipe; 

and the Tat /uwe, I Lu o l T ian j in being fed 

hulk grain through conveyor belts. 

V iewed f r o m a d is tance, the scale o l 

eve ry th i ng is e n o r m o u s : sh ips, cranes, 

s i los, warehouses , and br idges are .i l l 

g iant e lementa l f o rms . Time moves at 

an adag io t e m p o , a de l ibera te choreog­

raphy o f gant r ies and ships, n o t h i n g too 

fast. Up c lose, am i l ow l o the water , 

there is ano the r scale o f t r a f f i c i inder -

foo t , one m o v i n g at an a l legro pace — 

tugs chugg ing back and f o r t h , cranes 

l i f t i ng pal lets o f goods and produee, 

barges load ing and u n l o a d i n g , t ra ins 

and t rucks m o v i n g abou t , 

The next section, below Loop 610 , is 

not readily viewed f rom the water; 25 

miles of channel lined w i th cont inuous 

petrochemical and other large-scale indus­

trial facilities, ( ihmpses of this surreal land­

scape may be had f rom nearby roadways 

such as the 610 bridge (but don' t stop 

there), I l ighway 225, C l in ton Road, and 

Texas I l ighway 146. 1 lere are dozens ol 

petrochemical plants, each the size o l a 

med ium city's d o w n t o w n , w i th hundreds 

of towers larger than office bui ld ings, 

structures w i thou t sk in, spectacularly lit at 

night. I [otistoti is the second largest petro­

chemical complex in the w o r l d , ref in ing 

more than SO percent of the gasoline used 

is the U.S. Tankers dock at corporate 

whar f facil it ies, unloading their crude car­

goes f rom the Midd le I .ist and South and 

Centra] America directly in to the refineries. 

The eventual refined products are ihen dis­

t r ibuted a round the U.S. by pipeline 01 rail 

car, or overseas by tanker. A series o l 

industr ia l towns — Galena Park, Pasadena, 

Deer Park, Texas City, Bay town, and La 

Porte — provide home and support tor 

those w h o labor in the channel industries. 

The th i rd section consists o f new spe­

cialized facilit ies, but they are not all in one 

locale. These facilities exploi t new tech­

nologies, combin ing specialized ships and 

loading equipment, that have completely 

changed the sh ipping industry. From the 

• ->!<• hi idge, v m i i . in see I " the west the 

rot l -on/ro] | -of f — a.k.a R O / K O — por t . 

where ships f rom Germany disgorge new 

Volkswagens directly on to enormous park­

ing lots tor shipment to the Midwes t . Io 

the east, you can see whar f 32, specially 

designed and buil t for t ransferr ing heavy, 

oversize, and irregularly shaped cargoes. At 

Jacintoport , there is a new cold storage and 

food d is t r ibut ion facility. Of fshore, Ul t ra 

I arge ( rude ( arners and Verv I arg< 

Crude Carriers, the most economical trans­

porters o l hulk crude, but too large for any 

U.S. port facilit ies, are off loaded to smaller 

ships for delivery to port facilities. (Of f the 

coast o f Louisiana there is an offshore 

ship-to-pipel ine trans-shipment faci l i ty fo r 

un loading these behemoths. So far, efforts 

to construct such an offshore por t in Texas 

waters have nor materialized.) But the facil­

ity that exemplif ies the biggest revolut ion 

in shipping is the (. ontaincr Terminal at 

Barbour's Cu t , where Buffalo Bayou meets 

Galveston Bay. 

O n Apr i l 2 6 , 1L>56, when the freighter 

Ideal X carried the first load of sS conta in­

ers — steel boxes eight feel by eight feet by 

15 feet — f rom N e w a r k , N e w Jersey, t o 

! louston, it was not , on the t.iee ol i t , a 

shipping revolut ion. But the eventual sue 

ecss of tins shipping concept t ransformed 

not only the shipping industry but the 

nature of the global economy as well as the 

character o i port cities around the wo r l d . 

When a producer could load a container in 

a factory anywhere in the w o r l d and ship it 

directly to a consumer anywhere else in the 

w o r l d quickly, at l o w cost, and in relative 

security, the who le equat ion of supply ami 

demand shifted. Every point of product ion 

became directly connected to every point of 

consumpt ion . A new k ind o l global com­

merce was born . 

"Tradit ional por ts , located central ly in 

the cities they had helped f o r m , were 

obsolete overn ight . As Deyan Sudjic 

wr i tes in The Hundred Mile (V/v, " I In 

teeming gangs of longshoremen, o rgan­

ized w i t h the int r icacy o f a medieval craf t 

gu i l d to pack each bale and barre l in to 

the h o l d , became redundan t . " l iven the 

cus tomary warehouse sheds that fo rmed 

par t of the sh ipp ing in f rast ructure were 

no longer needed, hce.iusc the conta iners 

were w a t e r p r o o f on their o w n . 

The modern shipping container was 

the bra inchi ld o f M a l c o l m M c L e a n , a 

Nor th Carol ina trucker, w h o imagined that 

a large standardized container — essential­

ly a trai ler w i thou t wheels — could he ear­

ned by ship, ra i l , and truck and moved 

easily between them. McLean tr ied to sell 

his idea to the major steamship companies, 

but they weren't interested. So he started 

his o w n company, SeaLand, and built spe­

cialized ships and equipment to handle 

shipping between 1 louston and N e w York. 

The cellular containers turned out to have 

the advantages of strength and lightness, 

e.ise and speed of handl ing and storage, 

weather protect ion, and security. A con-

http://ruin.li
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tainer holds five to 20 rimes the weight or 

volume ihat can Ix1 l i f ted w i th a conven­

t ional crane hook. A container ship can be 

loaded about 20 times faster than a con­

ventional cargo ship, greatly reducing 

labor costs. Soon, shippers jumped o n 

board, 

By 1965, the In ternat iona l S tand . i nk 

Organ iza t ion decreed standard sizes fo r 

containers: ten , 2 0 , 10, and 40 feet in 

length; eight feet w ide ; and eight feet ta l l 

(raised to eight feet six inches in the 
, _ i i s i . I In- miiM c o m m o n lengths are 20 

and 40 feet. In 1^67, a w o r l d w i d e st.m 

dard fo r corner castings def ined h o w the 

conta iners cou ld be l i f ted , stacked, and 

k icked in to place. The c r n \ o l the mod­

ern sh ipp ing conta iner is the idea that 

eight corners are def ined at given dis-

um.es . M a i n d i f lerent types o l conta in 

ers, sh ipp ing racks, and tanks have devel­

oped accord ing to those standards. 

Special ships, rai l cars, t ruck chassis, and 

cranes have also developed, a system 

a l l ow ing complete in tenno i l . i l t ransfer 

between t rucks , t ra ins , and ships. A l l 

these components operate together as a 

huge machine lor sh ipp ing, l o c k e d inside 

the container, not apparent to the observ­

er, may be $10 m i l l i on w o r t h of compu t ­

er chips — or tox ic waste. 

Container ships exist, natural ly, to 

carry containers. Unencumbered by interi­

or decks, then holds can accommodate 

containers stacked eight high and ten wide. 

The weather deck provides a second cargo 

area, w i th containers stacked three to live 

high and 13 wide. The th i rd generation of 

container ships, bui l t in the l9K0s and 

scaled to l i t through the Panama Canal 

had a length of up to 1,000 feet, a beam o f 

about 100 feet, and a draf t of about 40 

feet, and could carry up to .1,000 20-foot 

container equivalents (TEUs) at about 14 

knois. l a te r ship designs, ton large to pass 

through the Panama Cana l , are wider, but 

not longer, and have capacities o f up to 

6,000 TKUs, at 24 knots. 

The global How of container com­

merce is based on ships that ply regular 

routes m the Pacific, the At lant ic, or the 

Carr ibbean according to strict schedules, 

visi t ing a l imi ted number of ports that can 

then distr ibute the containers efficiently by 

rail o r t ruck (o their u l t imate destinations. 

Ships and terminals represent enormous 

capital investments, and as w i t h air l ines, it 

is necessary to keep equipment mov ing 

constantly and on schedule. Dif ferentials o f 

days, or even hours, can have a huge effect 

on h o w containers are routed. These ships 

don' t mess a round w i t h the Panama Canal . 

Cost and t ime drive everything. 

V i r tua l ly all cargo f rom Asia comes to 

the U.S. in generally larger ships to west 

coast ports (Seattle, San Erancisco/Oak-

land, Los Angeles/ long Beach, San Diego), 

and is d istr ibuted, part ly by ra i l , part ly by 

t ruck, to points eastward, all the way to 

the east coast. It is this commerce that has 

been crucial in mak ing Asia a producer for 

the rest o f the w o r l d . Somewhat smaller 

ships sail the At lant ic f r om Europe to ports 

on the east coast (Boston, New York/ New 

Jersey, Norfolk, Charleston), and their 
cargo is l ikewise trans-shipped westward. 

Hous ton is the last por t o f call on this cir­

cuit . But ships f rom the east coast o f 

Central and South America come to 

I louston f irst, and their cargo may be dis 

tr ibuted .ill i iver (In- I S h'< >m here. 

I lowever, i louston is generally seen as a 

unique regional port that serves a most ly 

Texas market. A container go ing f r om, s,i>, 

( i i ' in i . inv to St. l o i n s could he off loaded at 

Newark or No r fo l k and arrive by rail at its 

destination a week before the same ship 

wou ld even gel to I louston. 

The Port o f Houston started a con­

tainer terminal facil i ty at Barbour's Cut at 

Morgan 's Point ( ironical ly, one o f the natu­

ral por t locations the Al len Brothers were 

nor able to obtain) w i t h t w o wharves in 

I '1 , I'he facil ity has now grow n to six 

1,000-foor wharves w i t h marshal l ing yards 

covering 2.S0 acres, room for more than 

21,000 TEUs. The terminal operates 24 

hours a day, seven days a week, and 363 

days a year I it's closed l a b o r Day and 

Chr istmas!. Ships are routinely turned 

around in eight to ten hours. A t the 

Hous ton termina l , about SO percent of the 

landside traff ic is by t ruck. The 20 percent 

that goes by t ra in is generally South and 

Central American loads bound for the 

West Coast. I louston handles more than 

one mi l l ion T i l l s each year. 

D r i v i ng to the Barbour's Cut Terminal 

is like fo l low ing worker bees to the hive. 

The density o f t rucks on the roads carry ing 

containers increases unt i l f inal ly they line 

up in 26 rows at the entrances to the facil i­

ty, an average of 1,600 in or out each day 

Each t ruck yields its load to a rubber-t ired 

gantry crane, and then drives around to 

pick up another load for its return t r ip . 

The gantry stacks the containers in wel l 

ordered rows, six across, lour h igh, and 

many long, on a paved surface that is, 

essentially, a park ing lot. Usually w i t h no 

more than t w o moves (by means o l 

assigned yard trucks thai cont inual ly scut­

tle back ami for th) , t in \ are positioned for 

loading on to ships, separated for different 

parts of the hold by destination and weight 

(heavier containers must be placed lower in 

the hold). 1 hen in a final move f rom yard 

gantry to yard truck to giant whar f crane, 

the containers are loaded aboard. Each 

ship transacts S00 to 2,000 container 

movements, which is defined as an on or 

off operat ion. A l l of this is organized by 

computer inventory controls, but it stil l 

takes spectacular coord inat ion between the 

yard stevedores and a ship's crew to load a 

ship as efficiently as possible. 

The latest ef fort to reconfigure the land­

scape comes as the Barbour's Cu t Con ­

tainer Terminal has maximized its capacity, 

and the Port of Houston Author i ty looks 

around for an expansion site. The idea is 

to keep the exist ing facil ity as it is, and 

hegin a new one nearby, w i th a projected 

20 year bui ld-out . The site favored by the 

Port Au thor i t y is located five miles south 

of Barbour's Cu t on Galveston Bay, at 

Bayport. The lacihty envisioned has ",1)00 

feet of ber th , w i t h seven wharves, 720 

acres of marshal l ing yard (three times as 

much as Barbour's ( m i , .md ,i CHUM- ship 

por t . The Port of I louston Author i t y is 

p romot ing this as a must-have facil ity, nec­

essary t o mainta in Houston's competi t ive 

posi t ion relative to other Gulf ports. 

Accord ing to Port o f I louston 

Author i t y Cha i rman James '[". Edmonds, 

"Baypor t is the r ight location for the Port's 

proposed container and cruise termina l , 

environmentally, financially, and socially." 
But the site has proven controversial . 

Envi ronmental activist J im Blackburn con­

tends thai "Baypor t is the wrong project in 

the w r o n g place. The Port of I louston is 

determined to put this square peg in a 

round hole, and they are spending tremen­

dous amounts o f money to this end. The 

sad th ing is that this fight d id not have to 

happen. The envi ronmental commun i t y 

w o u l d agree to at least t w o other IOL. I I IOI IS 

for a container port on the bay." A study 

commissioned by Blackburn's group, the 

Galveston Bay Conservat ion and Preser­

vat ion Associat ion, notes that many o f the 

assumptions made in the Corps o f Engin­

eers' draft environmental impact statement 

bias the site selection to Bayport . The 

Association suggests instead placing the 

proposed container terminal , stripped o f its 

Cruise ship port , on one o f t w o dredge 

spoilage placement areas: at Shoal Point or 

Spillman's Island, directly adjacent to the 

existing Barbour's t a i l facility. Edmonds 

disagrees: "There are a number o f pract i ­

cal, and f inancial , reasons that Spillman's 

Island cannot be developed at this t ime, 

inc luding the fact that it wou ld be an 

imprudent use of taxpayer money. It is a 

designated dredge disposal site for the next 

50 years and w o u l d require tens o f mi l l ion 

o l dol lars, and an u n k n o w n number ot 

years, to br ing it to a level where it could 

be developed.' ' 

Whatever the outcome of this current 

controversy land there is l itt le doubt what 

that might be), it is on ly >\n episode in a 

long process o l land restructur ing tor the 

purpose of channel ing and processing a 

complex network o f solid and l iquid mate­

rial f lows. A 50-mile reach o f land and 

water is now dedicated to the commerce 

and industry that is I Ions ton's raison d'e­

tre. This ne twork , as massive as it is, is 

ext raord inar i ly sensitive to small changes 

in constraint condi t ions — distances, 

modes, costs — that greatly affect the via­

bi l i ty and structure ot the network . The 

f low w i l l always occur along the least 

expensive path. That path , by historical 

happenstance and entrepreneurial verve, 

has tor the last century f lowed through 

H o u s t o n , a city for tu i tously founded in the 

w rong place. Bit! such paths, like the 

course o f a river, can suddenly shift, along 

wu l i the lonunes ot great cities. • 
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Counliy Pride restaurant, Boylown IravelCentcrs ol America Old style buffets attract old-style truckers. 

Lonel iness of the 
L o n g - D i s t a n c e Hau ler 

NOTES ON TRAVEL PLAZAS, TRUCK STOPS, AND OTHER IN-BETWEEN PLACES 

BY L I S A GRAY 

PEGGY GIANGROSSO MANAGES the Cugo 

Travelcentcr at 1-10 and Main Street m 

Baytown, Texas. It's open 24 hours a day. 

It sells tattoo magazines, sparkly Confed-

eraie Hag stickers, and an astounding array 

of beef-jerky products. A room labeled 

"Professional Drivers" offers pay phones 

and Iree trucking magazines. The establish­

ment looks for all the world like a truck 

stop, but (iiaugrosso corrects people who 

call it that. "When you think of truck 

stops," she says, "you think of little dives." 

More than SO percent of truck stops 

now call themselves either "travel centers" 

or "travel plazas." The phrases mean the 

same thing: a place that sells diesel to 

truckers, bur at the same rime attempts to 

lure customers in cars, buses, and RVs. 

Compared to truckers, "four-wheelers" 

spend freely, but because they have more 

options on the road — they can park any­

where they please — they're choosier 

about where they stop. Travel plazas try to 

assure four-wheelers that they're welcome, 

that they'll find familiar food, that the 

place is as safe and sanitary as any other 

convenience store. At a travel plaza, gas 

pumps, not diesel, stand in front of the 

building, and the parking spaces in front 

can hold nothing larger than an SUV. 

Truck services — diesel pumps, CAT 

scales, and parking for the big rigs — are 

relegated to the hack of the building. 

Truckers enter through the back door. 

As travel plazas come to dominate the 

inieistates, even th< phrase "truck Itop ' is 

disappearing. The largesr full-service 

truck-stop chain in the country used to be 

called Truck Stops of America. Now it's 

I i.ivelCcntcrs of America. The industry's 

national lobbying organization used to be 

called the National Association of Truck 

Stop Owners. Now the group identifies 

itself only as NATSO. The acronym no 

longer stands for anything. 

1 wondered whether truckers would 

mind the disappearance of truck stops — 

and, in a way, their own disappearance, ilie 

destruction of their native habitat, the loss 

of a place they could c la im .is their n u n . 

1 Intil recently, the story of truck stops 

i\.is almost entirely the story of trucking. 

Long-distance hauling existed in the 

19.10s and 1940s, but the industry came 

into its own in the 1450s as new inter­

state highways made driving fast and 

cheap, allowing trucks to compete with 

trains. Food was easy for a trucker to 

find — he could stop at any cafe with a 

big parking lot — but fuel was trickier, 

because diesel was cheaper than gas, 

most trucks used the hard-to-find fuel. 

Fleets opened refueling terminals along 

their routes, hut not every trucker 

belonged to a fleet. And besides, there 

weren't terminals everywhere a trucker 

needed to go. 
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Pappa Truck Stop, Boylown: Not a trucker in sighl 

Service stat ion owners noticed the 

market. When some added l o o d , ,i diesel 

pump, and a t ruck-s i /ed park ing lot to 

their regular operat ions, the t ruck stop 

was b o m . M a n y of those early stops 

o l le rcd truckers a barracks-style bunk-

room and g roup shower — bare-bones 

amenities of the sort some drivers had 

k n o w n as soldiers du r ing Wor l d War I I . 

Truck stops varied wi ld ly . Some 

looked l ike service stations. Some looked 

l ike diners. Some were fr iendly m o m ' n ' 

pop places. Some were l i l thy, cr ime-infest­

ed, and served coffee that had stewed on 

the burner for days. 

A lmost all truck stops, though, had 

simi lar locations. They hugged the inter-

states and »voided cities. It's easy to see 

why. A full-service t ruck stops needs a 

giant pa rk ing lot —TravcKCenters of 

America now requires at least 20 acres for 

a new site — and land, o f course, is cheap­

est in the middle of nowhere. Besides, 

t ruckers hate cities, I'veu in sprawl ing 

Hous ton , a car-sized urban scale makes 

few allowances lor an 18-wheeler. Trucks 

get stuck in park ing lots, unable to tu rn 

a round ; on small roads, truckers have to 

dr ive tor mites out of their way to hud a 

place to tu rn left o r turn a round . And 

since truckers are paid by the mi le, not by 

the hour, cuy d r i v ing pays lar worse than 

freeway dr iv ing . A good route is one thai 

doesn't involve stopl ights. 

Though t ruck stops exist in rura l 

landscapes, they br ing the city w i t h them. 

Full-service stops operate at all hours, and 

at night their l ights g low on the dark hor i ­

zon. (The industry calls drivers* a t t ract ion 

to br ight - l i t gas pumps " the m o t h ef fect . " ! 

In the park ing lot at n ight , the trucks fo rm 

a residential colony of their o w n , more 

densely settled than many parts of Inner 

Loop Hous ton . But in terms o f urban 

anomie, cities have noth ing on a t ruck 

stop. A t rucker might know another t ruck­

er, a mechanic, o r a t ruck-stop evangelist, 

but unfami l iar faces always dominate the 

l i t t le settlements. Soon after sunrise, most 

of the truckers w i l l be gone 

Recently, I read A la in de [ lo t ion 's book 

I'bc Art of Travel. In i t , he describes a 

harshly lit service stat ion this way : " T h e 

chairs and seats, painted in chi ld ishly 

br igh t co lours , had the strained jo l l i t y o f 

a fake smile. N o one was ta l k ing , no one 

a d m i t t i n g to cur ios i ty or fe l low feel ing. 

We gazed b lank ly past one another at the 

serving counter or out in to the darkness. 

We might as wel l have been seated 

a m o n g rocks . " 

De Norton found a strange comfo r t in 

[he place: " I felt lonely. Inn tor once it was 

a gentle, even pleasant k ind of loneliness, 

because rather than unfo ld ing against a 

backdrop of laughter and fel lowship, 

wh ich w o u l d have caused me to suffer 

f rom the contrast between my mood and 

the env i ronment , it had as its locus a place 

where everyone was a stranger, where the 

dif f icult ies o f communicat ion ami the frus­

trated longing for love seemed to be 

acknowledge and brutal ly celebrated h\ the 

architecture and l igh t ing. " 

Such places, he says, serve as balm to 

the lonely. I le invokes Charles Baudelaire's 

poetry and Edward I topper's "Night-
hawks " paintings. Writes de Bot tom " T h e 

24-hour diner, the station wa i t ing r o o m , 

ani l the motel are sanctuaries for those 

w h o have, lor noble reasons, l.nled to f ind 

a home in the ord inary w o r l d . " 

I l iked that passage. I wondered h o w 

it appl ied to old-fashioned t ruck stops ami 

spanking-new travel plazas. I imagined 

that t ruckers preferred o ld- l ine t ruck stops 

as comfor tab le places to be lonely: Free of 

cheerful famil ies on vacat ion , fu l l of fel­

l o w truckers. The oppos i te , I suspected, 

w o u l d ho ld true .11 the newer t ruck stops. 

Li t by big sunny w i n d o w s and sur rounded 

by car-dr iv ing cl ientele, a trucker's lonel i ­

ness w o u l d lose its d igni ty . 

"Pappa Truck Stop," announced the be­

draggled yel low bi l lboard on the nor th side 

o f M O in Baytown. " A d u l t Mov ies . " I 

stopped to see what an unabashed " t ruck 

s top" looked l ike. 

Pappa offeree) diesel pumps and room 

lor a truck or t w o to park. I n i l a i III a in. I 

w a s t h e o n b customer, \ lew, fo r lo rn p icnk 

tables sat on pavement outside a bui ld ing 

that appeared to have g r o w n whenever 

someone found a few extra pieces o f cor ru­

gated metal . A sign proclaimed the picnic 

tables to lie an ice house. 

t )ne dm it led in a room I. •! view ing \ 

rated movies, heeling part icular ly female and 

unwanted there, I tr ied the convenience 

store. Dusty boxes o l t ruck parts occupied 

the prune shelf space. A sign identif ied a 

food-prep area as a "Barbecue & D e l i , " but 

the refr igerator case held no l ood , ani l no 

one was behind the counter. 

1 fished a t oke f rom the dr ink refrigera­

tor, then realized that I hadn't seen either a 

cashier or a cash register. " A n y b o d y here?" I 

called. "Hello?" 
Someone knocked, The sound came 

f rom what I'd thought was a wa l l . Over a 

low-s lung counter stocked w i t h Spanish fly 

and nude playing cards, I saw a thick sheet 

of Plexiglas so scratched that it was barely 

transparent. Back there the cashier, a young 

w o m a n w i t h dark skin and smooth dark 

hair, was sale from me. 

"Seventy-five cents," she said. I he 

Plexiglas muf f led her voice. She appeared in 

no mood to talk. 

I left. 
I wondered whether I'd caught Pappa at 

a bad t ime. The park ing lot wasn't big 

enough for many truckers to spend the 

night , so I guessed that lunch w o u l d be 
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I'appa s besl per iod. A l i t t le after noun , I 

returned to I 'appa, leaving a clean, bright 

travel center where trucks fi l led the diesd 

hays and customers stood in line to order 

fast tood. Hut I'appa showed no sign ot a 

lunch rush. The park ing lot held one Other 

car — the cashier's? — and the deli stood 

empty. The cashier stil l d idn ' t smile. 

It was, qu i te possibly, the loneliest 

place in the w o r l d — lonely in a way 

unl ike de Notion's service stat ion, lonely in 

a way that seemed purely pathetic. A n d 

there wasn't a t rucker in the place. 

In its early days, t ruck ing was a respectable 

job. Truckers earned roughly twice as 

much as factory workers, and l ike rai l road 

workers , they presented themselves as p i l ­

lars o f the communi ty . In the 1940s, some 

even wore mil i tary-style un i forms w i t h 

marks on the sleeves i l i .u indicated years 

on the job. 

By the 1960s t r uck ing st i l l pa id we l l 

for a b lue-col lar j ob , but t ruckers ' reputa­

t ion had changed. They f i l led the same 

slut in the popu la r imag ina t ion as cow-

buys. 1 hey were romant i c ; tiles l ived o tn -

side the law ; they were loners. The i r 

laments p layed on coun t r y rad io . 

In the 1970s truckers expanded their 

pop-cul ture domin ion to pop music, 

movies, and TV. M i l l i ons o f " fou r -whce l -

I T S " installed CB radios in their cars and 

called each other " good buddy." In 1975, 

( AV. M c ( all hit the top n l Hi 11 bu.i rd's pop 

chart w i t h "Convoy , " the CB-inf lected tale 

of a ro l l ing riot in which truckers defied 

not only "bears'" bin the Il l inois nat ional 

guard. In the movies, Kris k r i s to l le rson . 

Hurt Reynolds, and Cl int Kastwood played 

truckers who were the macho equivalent o f 

stewardesses: icons ot t ravel , f reedom, and 

one-night stands. Truckers were the k i nd o f 

outsiders thai everyone wanted to be. 

Hut s t i l l : You d idn ' t wan t your son 

to grow up in be a trucker. A n d sou 

d idn ' t wan t your daughter to eat lunch at 

a t ruck stop. 

Hy 1970, rough ly 700 t ruck stops do t ted 

America's interstate*. O i l companies such 

as A m o c o hui l t some ot those t ruck 

stops, and in most cases leased them to 

independent operators . Hach t ruck stop 

const i tu ted its o w n l i t t le k i n g d o m , w i t h 

its o w n rules and business practices. 

The chain t ruck stop was b o m in 

1975. Jack Ca rdwe l l had w o r k e d for 

almost a decade al t ruck slops in | | 1'aso, 

'Texas, and he thought that he cou ld do 

better. " T h e most impor tan t t h i ng I 

learned was l l iat no one was g iv ing t ruck 

dr ivers the respect they deserved," he to ld 

Ri'til Answers, Bridgestone's t ruck- t i re 

magazine. " N o one unders tood their 

needs... W h a t they wan ted was good 

food . They wanted clean showers. They 

wanted ample pa rk ing . They needed a 

place to stop where they felt that they 

were apprec ia ted . " 

Ca rdwe l l opened his f i rst Petro t ruck 

stop in Id Paso, and as he expanded Ins 

company in to a chain he exercised a 

chain's t ight con t ro l ot each locat ion's 

<.\,i\ to-day operat ions. "The strategy suc­

ceeded, and Pilot and Trucl tstops ot 

Amer ica qu ick ly f o l l owed suit . 

I he I ICU chains were poised to take 

advantage ot t ruck ing 's de f in ing moment : 

the 1980 M o t o r Carr ier Act that deregu­

lated the industry. Af ter the M o t o r 

Carr ie r Ac t , federal " ra te bureaus" no 

longer con t ro l led a carr ier 's m i n i m u m 

fees. Instead, t r uck i ng companies were 

free to negotiate w i t h shippers. As rates 

d ropped dramat ica l ly , opera t ing expenses 

and t ruckers ' pay — once rou t ine ly 

passed to shippers — felt the squeeze. 

For truck stops, the good news was 

that t ruck ing boomed: M o r e trucks carr ied 

more goods than ever before, (The Amer i ­

can Trucking Associations estimates that 

professional drivers drove 200 b i l l ion 

miles in 2001 — a I4(S percent increase in 

25 years.) 'The bad news was that tierce 

compet i t ion slashed the prof i t marg in o n 

diesel. 'Truck stops became h igh-vo lume, 

low-pro t i t -marg in businesses — a dynamic 

that favored chains, wh ich cou ld buy in 

vo lume and negotiate diesel-fuel contracts 

w i t h t ruck ing companies. N A I S( > esti 

mates that of the roughly 4 ,000 truck 

stops and t r a w l plazas in the U.S., on ly 

halt are. l ike Pappa and the Haytown 

C i tgo , st i l l independently owned . 

A t the hack d o o r o f the spark l ing new 

Hay town Pi lot , at 1-10 and Thompson 

Road , Tarry l.au/.iere seems happy to 

ta lk , l i e lives in West lake, Lou is iana, and 

has dr iven a tanker t ruck tor ten years. 

Today he was d r i v i ng f r o m Haytown back 

to West lake — a short run . M o s t t ruckers 

hare shor t runs because they invo lve more 

unpa id wa i t i ng al l oad ing docks , but 

l .au/ ierc l iked th is r u n . I le hates being 

away f r o m home fo r weeks on end. I lis 

w i fe used to ride w i t h h im somet imes, bur 

then she got diabetes. 

When he's on the road, he tries to 

dr ive the ten hours dai ly a l lowed by lederal 

law. I le leaves the t ruck stop after break­

fast, stops tor lunch and fuel, then staris 

look ing lor another truck stop around 

6 p.m. I f he waits too long, he risks not 

f ind ing a place to park lor the night. 

I le prefers the big chains: Petro, Pi lot, 

and TA. He feels safer at those than at rest 

anas or small t ruck stops, and at most 

chains, buy ing 50 gallons o l diesel gets 

h i m a free shower and a place to park fo r 

the n ight . Sometimes l.au/.iere hangs out at 

a t ruck stop tor days, wa i t ing for a load. 

Sometimes it's |ust for the n ight . For lunch, 

he keeps H o t Pockets in the DC-current 

refr igerator in his truck and microwaves 
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TioveKenlers ol America, San Antonio: The biggest, most forward looking travel centers lure "four-wheelers" with food courts, bright lights, and ambitious architecture. 

them inside a t ruck stop, l o r dinner, he 

usually rats at a truck scop buffet, i I f gets 

sick Mt chicken — e v e r y buffet has chicken 

— and lie- th inks the prices are way too 

h igh. If he doesn't wa tch ou t , he can spend 

$40 or $s0 a day on the road. 

In the evening, he might watch a 

movie in a t ruck stop's video r o o m , hut he 

usiialb stays m his t ruck. I le calls home nn 

his cell phone. I le watches his DC-powered 

TV. He used to subscribe to a deal that let 

l inn watch cable in his r ig at some truck 

stops, but the company thai offered I he 

service went bankrupt . I le beds d o w n in a 

sleeper over his cab. 

A few years hack he cou ldn ' t get a 

fu l l night 's sleep at a t ruck s top. Gi r ls 

w o u l d he banging o n the t ruck doo r all 

n ight . Lo t l izards. You sti l l hear them on 

the C B , t r o l l i ng for t ruckers — " c o m m e r ­

cial company , " they cal l themselves — 

hut l ike h i tchh ikers , t ruck-s top hookers 

are a dy ing breed. They can' t survive in 

the b r igh t - l i t , secur i ty-guarded travel 

plazas, l .au/ iere l ikes tha i . 

1 au/ iere obv ious ly had no use for de 

Button's k i nd of lonely place. The di f fer­

ence, I decided, was that de Bot ton appre­

ciated " N i g h t h a w k s " places fu l l o f lonely 

people du r ing those relatively rare t imes 

when he was lonely. For h i m , loneliness 

was a novel ty , w i t h a romance and g lam­

our o f its o w n . I le cou ld a f fo rd to w, t l -

lovi in the emo t i on , bur for t ruckers 

there's nn novel ty or g lamour in lonel i ­

ness. L ike high prices ami lot l izards, it's 

an occupat iona l hazard , someth ing you 

avo id when you can. 

As deregulat ion changed t ruck ing , u also 

changed truckers, |ust when demand lor 

t ruckers soared, many o ld- t imers chose ro 

retire rather than tolerate lower wages. 

To meet demand, big companies such as 

J.B. H u n t and Schneider looked outside 

the t rad i t iona l wh i te , male labor pool and 

recruited women and minor i t ies. 

Decisions shifted f rom a truck's cab to 

a t ruck ing company's headquarters, New, 

lust - in-t ime inventory practices dictated 

precise delivery times — not sometime 

" la te next w e e k " but "1-AX p.m. Thu rs ­

day." Large t ruck ing companies negotiate 

fuel prices for their fleet as a who le , and 

sometimes use compl icated computer 

a lgor i thms to calculate the cheapest places 

to buy fuel on any given route. A trucker 

for one of these companies doesn't stop 

any place he wants. I le slops where the 

eon ipam tells h im n i stop. 

Many companies now L-c|nip their 

trucks w i t h Qualcornrn or other satellite 

communicat ions systems. The systems con­

nect a company trucker t ight ly to his home 

base, a l low ing for far t ighter con t ro l . No t 

only can the trucker phone his dispatcher 

f rom the truck to ask for better directions, 

but a GPS beacon might tell the dispatcher 

where, precisely, the truck is. I expected 

truckers to resent such spying, hut in fact 

most love the systems. Some satellite sys­

tems include cable radio stations that don't 

t.ule in and out o f range; most systems 

a l low a trucker to send and receive e-mail . 

Almost all otter cell phones. 

In iheir cabs, truckers are less alone 

than ever before, besides the cell phone 

and satellite systems, they of ten have actu­

al human companionsh ip . M a n y o f the 

new women truckers team-drive w i t h their 

husbands; sometimes gay couples dr ive 

together; and everyone talks about the 

new t rend of truckers b r ing ing then kids 

a long for the ride du r ing summer vaca­

t ion . T ruck ing is st i l l a lonely business, 

hut i t is less lonely than it used to be. 

A t the sl imy new Bay town Pilot you get a 

clearer picture ot the new generat ion of 

t ruck stops. The convenience store sells 

Chr is t ian b o o k s — Ixfifrinniti^ C,ui/'s 

/ore, / wing Water for Those Who 
Thirst. The Prayer >>f Jabez, and The 
Power of a Praying Wife. Greyhound-
brand blankets and pillows offer them­

selves to bus riders. You can rent ,^n 

unabridged Danielle Sieele audiobook 

and return it at any truck stop participat­

ing in the same program. I looked tor 

shiny rebel-Hag stickers but found none. 

Corporate-owned travel centers don't 

carry that kind of stuff. 

The McDonald's next to the conven­

ience store was similarly bright and 

cheery. Martha Stewart was on the IV. 

showing the world bow to decorate with 

skulls for Halloween. Two McDonald's 

workers were launching their own holi­

day project, taping to the wall the kind of 

big-eyed cardboard pilgrims thai decorate 

elementary-school bulletin boards. 

Through the Iront window I watched 

a white-haired man and two boutlanted 

women exit an IW. Inside, they ordered 

three cups of coflee and two apple pies. 

They did not order the advertised special, 

a "triple-meat Big'NTasty with cheese 

and bacon," which a sign declared to be 

available only at Pilot McDonald's. Hut 

then, the senior citizens were clearly not 

that burger's target demographic. 

Truckers like meat, and they seemed 

to like this McDonald's, A pudgy, thirty-

ish black man with a baggy pants wool 

cap pulled down on his head entered 

through the trucker's door and ordered a 

couple of burgers to go. Cine trucker, a 

forty-ish white guv, plugged his laptop 

into a data port in the booth. A pair of 

men, apparently truckers, spoke Spanish 

to each other and ate their burgers in 

Iront ot the TV. Due got up and went to 
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the bathroom. The other turned, smiled 

.u me, and raised an eyebrow. I held up 

my left hand and pointed to the Wedding 

rim;. 1 le s h r i l l e d . Mill smiling, and 

turned hack to the I V, 

We weren't in the "Niglnhawks" 

world; these truckers weren't cowboys on 

the range. They didn't glare at the four-

wheelers surrounding them. They looked 

glad to be out of their trucks, happy to 

order their fries at a McDonalds much 

like any other McDonald's: clean, place-

less, and entirely forgettable. What the 

restaurant lacked in soul, it made up for 

in hygiene. It was everything Pgppa was 

not. And the truckers liked it. 

The TrnvelC enters of America, at 1-10 and 

Thompson Road, used to be the swankiest 

place in Baytown where a trucker could 

buy diesel, but then, about a year ago, Pilot 

opened that brand-new travel center on the 

north side of 1-10. Since then, TravelCen-

ters or America has "re-imaged" its Bay 

town location as pan of the chain's nation­

al spiffing-up campaign. The front build 

mg, wnh the restaurant and convenience 

store, got a zippy new facade with the cor­

poration's trademark giant red arc under 

the letters "TA." On the outside, at least, 

the place looks new. 

But Mark Priddy, the manager, is 

quick to point out that TA's big, brand new 

stops put this one to shame. In the mid-

*90s, TA faced the problem plaguing its 

industry: As diesel profit margins slipped, 

and as more efficient truck engines used 

less diesel, truck stops could no longer rely 

solely on fuel sales. TA resolved to change-

its customer mix — to hold on to its truck-

ing customers, but at the same rime attract 

an equal number of people in cars. 

Michael O'Connor, TA's communica­

tions director, says that to divine its 

future the company engaged in aggressive 

marketing research, and its executives 

studied corporate "best in class" models: 

Nordstrom for customer service; Target 

lor store interiors; the then-new airport in 

Pittsburgh for its mall-like feel; and the 

Ritz C.'arteton for bathrooms. TA hired 

Paul Westlake, AIA, a Harvard-trained 

principal at the Cleveland firm van Dijk 

Pace Westlake, to design the company's 

new prototype. 

Westlake has said that he sought "the 

wow factor" when he designed a zoom? 

place that looks something like a mall with 

gas pumps out front. A high, high ; ) r ch 

forms the convenience store's roof, and the 

building's front wall is made of glass. The 

showers are marble. Name-brand fast-food 

restaurants stand arrayed in a food court. 

A snack bar sells cappuccino. 

When the first of TA's prototypes 

debuted in Denver in 1999, it made the 

front page of the New York Times —and, 

more important, it succeeded wildly with 

both truckers and motorists. 1 lu- company 

has since opened 11 full-sized versions of 

the prototype. More are planned. 

Behind the Baytown TA's spiffy new 

facade you find truck-stop people of the 

old school. Mark Priddy has managed the 

TA at 1-10 and Thompson Road for six 

years. He's a talker. 

The TA attracts all kinds, he says. 

Sometimes he'll get one of those extreme 

examples of the new-generation trucking, 

a Ph.D., maybe, or a woman driving 

alone. But mainly, younger truckers pre­

fer the Pilot across the street. They're 

grabVgo types who like McDonald's 

more than the TA's sit-down restaurant, 

Country Pride. It's the older drivers who 

like a buffet. 

In the evenings, those older drivers 

sii at the Country Pride's horseshoe-

shaped bar and trade stories about the 

road. They're not travel-plaza material. 

They're not fond of four-wheelers. They 

don't want to watch their language 

because it might offend some blue-haired 

old lady from an RV. And they don't 

want some guy in Dockers and a stiff 

shirt joining the conversation. The old 

rode-hard-put-up-wet, chiseled, smoking, 

drinking, cowboy type, says Priddy — 

that's a d\ ing breed. 

And they're dying fast. Trucking isn't 

the healthiest lifestyle, he notes. When he 

first got to the truck stop, he saw jeans 

with a 45-inch waist on a merchandise 

table. What, he asked, were those ihings 

doing there? The guy training him said, 

Took around. Tor the first time, Priddy 

noticed a roomlul ot walking heart attacks, 

buffet busters, 400-pound men whose only 

exercise was waddling from the cab to the 

restaurant. 

Trucking j s hard in other ways, too. 

It's hard being away from your family. 

Once, when a trucker got word that his 

Wife had died. I'riddy arranged for the man 

to Hv home. I hree or lour weeks later, 

Priddy picked him up and the airport and 

drove him back to the TA. The guy got 

back in his rruck, got on with his lite. 

I'riddy has seen a trucker terrified 

because his granddaughter didn't come 

home one night. On Christmas, while 

I'riddy is home with his family, he knows 

truckers are parked in the TA's lot. I fe 

knows that they buy knickknacks — shift 

covers, cab curtains, nut covers— because 

they're trying to cheer themselves up, to 

redecorate, to make their I rucks into homes. 

But the saddest thing, says Priddy, is 

when a trucker dies in his truck. It hap­

pens alt the time. You gotta die somc-

where. And where else, lie asks, is ., truck 

er going to die? • 
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Because It's Everywhere 

Why Architecture Matters: Lessons From 

C'hicngo h\ IlLur Kamin. University of 
< l<u ago Press, 2001. iSd pp., 137.S0. 

Reviewed by Terrence Doody 

I was born in Oak Park, Illinois, and 

have known .lhout Frank I.loyd Wright's 

houses for .is long .is 1 can remember. On 

summer jobs in downtown Chicago, I 

learned that real Chicagoans are on a 

first-name basis with their buildings and 

quite proud ol their associations with the 

Carbide and Carbon Building, the 

Monadnock Building, Carson I'irie Scott, 

Marina City, and the Merchandise Mart 

— which once claimed to be the world's 

largest office building outside the 

Pentagon. One summer I worked in an 

ottice tower around the corner from 

Mies van der Rone's apartments on Lake 

Shore Drive, and from that building 

watched the John Hancock Center go up. 

I saw two hardhats on a girder one day 

ascending into the clouds. And that same 

summer i was present when Mayor 

Richard |. Daley dedicated the magnifi­

cent Picasso that stands in front of City 

Hall on what is now Daley Pla/.a. The 

mayor gave one of his few memorably 

good speeches that day, arguing that the 

controversial statue would educate 

Chicago's children to grow up thinking 

of this masterpiece as a natural part of 

their heritage. 

Today, in carpool, my kids .unl I 

often discuss the houses en route to 

school. Children are quite definitive 

about "nice" houses, and their favorite 

is a chateau-style dwell ing, guarded by 

two iron griff ins, indigenous to the Loire 

region of Bellaire, Texas. 

When I read Blair Kamiu's claim 

that architecture matters because it is 

"the inescapable art," I felt at honte. 

Kamin is the architecture critic for the 

Chicago tribune, and he loves both 

Chicago and his job. He doesn't boast 

about the Merchandise M a n , but he-

does point out that for years Chicago 

could claim the world's tallest building 

(the Sears Tower) and the world's largest 

(and most awful) housing project, the 

Robert Taylor I lomes. He also points 

our that on a 20-mtnutc stroll down 

Dearborn, "you can get a short course in 

the history of the skyscraper." 

Why Architecture Matters is a collec­

tion of articles Kamin wrote throughout 

the 1990s when a lot was happening in 

Chicago and his paper gave him an 

unusual amount of space. These are nor 

800-word newspaper columns; they're 

magazine essays in which he can develop 

a complete position. And for his six-part 

series on the Chicago lakefront, its histo­

ry, sociology, and future, he won a 

Pulitzer Prize !<>r Criticism in 1999. 

Kamin's enthusiasm, complex standards, 

and clear sense of purpose make this 

book more than a random sampler. And 

his subtitle, "Lessons IVom Chicago," 

means something. 

He is very thorough and well-organ­

ized: when I finished reading the index 

and preface I felt I could have written a 

review from them alone. He lays out his 

principles and prejudices very clearly, 

notes that he and Ada Louise Huxtable 

of the Wall Street journal are not only 

architectural critics but urban critics as 

well, and he links himself to Allen Temko 

of the San Francisco Chronicle as an 

"activist." "Activist criticism," Kamin 

writes, "is based on the idea that archi­

tecture affects everyone and therefore 

should be understandable to everyone. It 

analyzes architecture as a fine art and as 

a social art," and it invites its readers to 

become activists themselves in the public 

debate that defines the environment. He-

reports on the results of these debates in 

postscripts he adds to the individual 

pieces, letting us know whether his side 

won a point or lost it to the forces of pol­

itics and money. 

These postscripts not only provide 

continuity, they epitomize the attitude ol 

all Kamin's writ ing: They are honest, 

modest, real. When he writes about a 

local architect named Harry Weese in a 

section called "Unsung Heroes," he 

quotes one of Wcesc's eulogists, who said: 

"He taught us to follow our senses, even 

when our intellects objected, and to trust 

in the abundance of the material world 

rather than in ideal systems which were 

distilled from it.... Harry built to adorn 

human activity rather than to mold or 

direct i t . " On the other hand, Kamin also 

praises and defends the second- and 

ihird-gcitcratioii Miesian architects, who 

have fallen from grace in the moment oi 

postmodern excess, for the courage of 

their principled simplicity. And he retails 

with obvious loudness the crack that 

Skidmore Owings & Merri l l have been 

called the "three blind Mies." 

Why Architecture Matters is divided 

into four parts. The first and longest is 

"The Lvolving Metropolis" and amounts 

to Kamin's beat writ ing. It opens with a 

strong objection to Mayor Richard M . 

Daley's plan to redecorate Michigan 

Avenue with a maypole. I Richard M. 

Daley is the son of Richard J, Daley, who 
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HOUSTON ELECTRIC: The Street Railways of Houston. Texas 
Winner, 1997 Good Brick Award. Greater Houston Preservation Alliance, 

Hardcover, 232 pages, lavishly illustrated with photos and maps. 
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from the author: Sieve Baron, 1 % N. Ashland Ave., Leximilon Ky 40502 
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was I li/zoncr. Da Mare.) Knmin also 
rakes issue with the mayor's plan to 
thwart crime by turning sunn' city streets 
into cul-de-sacs, slams the theme-driven 
architecture of rile Disney store and 
Planet I lollywood, praises the beautiful 
bridges ol took County and the mayor's 
efforts to restore them, and points out 
how oversized houses in the city and sub­
urbs are devouring greed space (which is 
true as well in the Loire region of 
Bellaire.) 

Part two, "The Art of Architecture," 
begins with a hymn of praise for the 
John Hancock Center, which in my eyes 
is the most beautiful tall building in the 
world. {And the book's cover, a rakishb 
cropped photo of the Hancock soaring 
into the blue, is worth the $.57.50 admis­
sion by itself.) Kamin, however , also 
leaves Chicago to celebrate the difficult 
art of the Holocaust Memorial Museum 
in Washington, I). (.:., I rank Gchry's 
liilbao Guggenheim (is (here anyone who 
doesn't like it?), and I lelmut [aim's Sony 
Center in Berlin. It is in this section that 
Kamin worries < hicago h is forfeit! d its 
title as the nation's architectural capital 
and also wonders what effect Rem 
Koolhaas' plans for a new campus center 
will have on the sacred grounds of Mies's 
III campus. 

The third section, "Architecture as a 
Social Art," is marked by Kamin's report­
ing on public housing in Chicago, which 
has been a killer issue for SO years. He 
doesn't rehearse the enormities of the 
Robert Taylor 1 lomes or of the infamous 
killing fields of the Cabrini-Green project; 
for local readers, he doesn't have to. Nor 
does he tell the story of the blood on the 
hands ut Richard I. Dalej that is told so 
pirn ri lull', in VI.mi I ohen's and I li/a 
beth Taylor's American Pharoah (Little 
Brown, 2000). Instead, he writes about 
improvements in city housing, the lessons 
actually learned; and he explains, to my 
amazement, how principles of the New 
Urbanism, utilized for low-income hous­
ing rather than the disneylands of the 
Florida Panhandle, realize [ane facobs' 
principle of the eyes on the street that 
protect neighborhood children, ['his sta­
tion, on what Kamin also calls "defensive 
architecture." is very good stuff. 

"The Lakefronti Democratic Vistas," 
his fourth and final part, is similarly 
good. I !e begins with what's already been 
dune to improve the Chicago lakefront's 
museum campus, its traffic and parking, 
and its new public beachhouse. Then he 
tackles the whole of the lakefront. Iron) 
the far north to the far south side, and 
the racist politics that have divided them. 
I le has suggestions for the needs and fur­
ther uses ut Grant MK\ I incoln Parks and 
an idea (or how unused steel mills could 
be recycled. It is in this section that 
Kamin's subplot emerges: its hero is 
Daniel fturnha.ni, Chicago's great vision­
ary planner, whose antagonist is Mayor 
Daley, Richard II, whose heart is in the 
right place, actually, but whose own 
vision and plans aren't big enough foi 

Kamin. This is activist architectural writ­
ing at it fullest, and it is apparently hav­
ing some success. At least according to 
my native informants, who think Daley is 
now doing a good job. 

It is possible, I suppose, to live your 
life without engaging Cezanne or Mo­
zart, Keats or Joyce, but architecture is 
inescapable; ubiquitous, necessary, a 
second nature to us. It is part of the 
atmosphere our eyes breathe, the outer­
most layer of our body's skin, the first 
field of historical symbols we all 
ineluctahly share. 

In his preface, Kamin mentions the 
first attack on the World Trade Center, 
February 26, 1991. In the publicity mate­
rials that come with the book, the Uni­
versity of Chicago Press mentions the sec­
ond attack on September 11. Those two 
buildings were not beautiful, beloved 
landmarks like the Chrysler Building, the 
I lancock, or Pennzoil Place, but they are 
now, and they matter more than ever. • 

New and Notable 

The Light Construction Reader edited by 
/(•//rev Kipnis & Todd Gannon, Mona-
cdH, 400 !>!>.. $39.95. This ambitious col­
lection ot ^S essays explores MoMA's 
1995 "Light Construction" exhibition, 
which assembled works made of glass, 
perforated metal, ami other transparent 
materials. Curator Terence Riley and a 
host ol noted architects and theorists, 
including Peter Kiscnman and Anthony 
Vidlcr, examine the work of those included 
in the exhibition — Steven I loll, I'oyo Ito, 
and Herzog and de Meiiron among them 
— and raise crucial questions about the 
role of materials, the nature of architectur­
al effects, and the legacy of modernism. 

Rammed Harth by Otto Kapfmger and 
Martin Ranch. Hirkbanser, !(•>() />/>., $6S. 
An introduction to contemporary build 
mg with rammed earth, a phenomenon 
that fuses ancient knowledge, modern 
technology, and innovative construction 
techniques. This volume investigates in 
particular the work of Martin Ranch, 
whose work includes the "Church of 
Reconciliation" in Berlin — the first load-
bearing structure to be built with rammed 
earth in Germany in 40 years. 

Cireat Leap forward Harvard Design 
School Project on the ('.ity and Rem 
Koolhaas. Taschen, 800 \>\>.. SS0. In 
1996 and '97, Harvard's graduate stu­
dents studied China's Pearl River Delta, 
five cities with a population of 12 mil­
lion. The establishment of Special Eco-
iiinuu / . . i n - ••laboratories loi the 

contained unleashing ol capitalism"— 
hastened an unprecedented experiment 
in urbanization on an astonishingly large 
scale. Great Leaf) Forward contains 
essays by Rem Koolhaas and others that 
e x p l o r e tile results ol this rapid m o d e r n 

ization, which has produced an entirely 
new urban substance. 

— Michael Kimtnins 
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W o r k i ng Toge ther 

BUILDING (COLLABORATING) THINKING 

COUABORATIONS, AS EVERV ar i is i or archi tect 

k n o w s , can be hazardous — w h i c h may 

be w h y the second de f in i t i on o f the verb 

f o r m co l laborate is " t o cooperate w i t h 

ti l .- enemy." 

Hut the risk is of ten w o r t h i t ; the 

players add to each others unders tand ing 

and energy and something remarkable 

results that cou ldn ' t have happened if 

they had al l been act ing alone. Tha t was 

the case w i t h the unique co l labora t ion 

that created the " B a m b o o R o o f " instal la­

t ion unvei led in m id -November in the 

Univers i ty Ar t Gal lery Plaza on the Rice 

Univesi ty campus. Designed by Japanese 

architect Shigeru Ban, w i t h engineering 

assistance f r o m Ovc A r u p , the project 

was fabr icated and erected over a six-

m o n t h per iod by archi tecture students 

f r o m Rice and the Univers i ty of H o u s t o n . 

The energy exuded by the student teams, 

their facul ty, and coworke rs f r o m the Ban 

and A r u p offices at the comp le t i on cele­

b ra t ion cou ld probab ly have made any 

st ructure stand up , no matter the weight 

o r l oad . 

" B a m b o o Roo f " is Ban's second prot­

ect in ti le Un i ted Stales, the f irst being a 

paper arch constructed in the Sculpture 

Garden o f N e w York's Museum o f M o d ­

ern Ar t t w o years ago. Commiss ioned by 

the Rice Univers i ty Ar t Gal lery, " B a m b o o 

R o o l " was conceived by the Ban of f ice as 

a student const ruc t ion project. The piece 

was to span the gal lery plaza w i t h an 

open-weave canopy o l bamboo f l oo r i ng 

boards suppor ted on wooden co lumns. 

Rice Gal lery d i rector K imher l y 

Davenpor t assembled a cons t ruc t ion team 

last spr ing , beginn ing w i t h Professor 

N o n y a Grenadcr f rom the Rice School o l 

Arch i tec ture . Grenadcr enl isted fe l low 

archi tecture faculty members Danny 

M a r c Samuels and M a r k Oherho lzer and 

a g roup o f archi tecture students. The Rice 

cont ingent was jo ined by 13 UI I graduate 

students and their professors. Donna 

Kacmar and Bil l Price. Greg Brucggct 

took on the rote of steel fabr icator , and 

Grant Suzuki o f Shigeru Ban Archi tects 

and Cecil Ba lmond o f Ove A r u p and 

Partners rounded o m wha t came to be 

k n o w n as the "Ban Team." 

W o r k on the project began in M a y 

2 0 0 2 . The Rice students wove the bam­

boo latt ice wh i le the U I I students con ­

structed the steel co lumns. Ban's design 

was very schematic and left much o f he 

cons t ruc t ion de ta i l ing to be w o r k e d nut 

by the team members, w h o ran them by 

Ban's off ice for app rova l , a process the 

students took to ca l l ing " t h e guessing 

game. " lake musicians w o r k i n g w i t h a 

John Cage musical compos i t i on or p lay ing 

an unf in ished score, the cons t ruc t ion team 

was asked to not just to fabricate the p r o j ­

ect, bu t t o engage in creat ive in terpreta­

t ions and ex t rapo la t ions . 

l l n i s the team was in essence bu i l d ing 

a theory ; as they w o r k e d , they discovered 

that w h a t they were cons t ruc t ing was nei­

ther a to ta l l y r ig id nor a to ta l ly f lexible 

system. Inn a hybr id that included qual i t ies 

o l b o t h . " B a m b o o R o o f " is a simple tree 

fo rm cons t ruc t ion w i t h nearly an in f in i te 

number o l comp lex geometr ic possibi l i t ies. 

It was bu i l t f r o m s imp le , readi ly avai lable 

elements i l ia i inc luded lamina ted bamboo 

I Inur ing hoards, bo l ts , steel poles, and 

metal plates, and also f r o m more unusual 

const ruc t ion mater ia ls such as b o w l i n g 

balls and bags o l sand. The l igh t , trans­

parent cons t ruc t ion appears to f loat over 

the g r o u n d . Since it was not possible to 

bo l t the st ructure to the plaza f loor , the 

b o w l i n g balls and sandbags were 

employed to ho ld it d o w n . 

Since 1986, Ban has exper imented 

w i t h const ruc t ion methods tha i use renew­

able, na tura l materials such as paper 

tubes. H is exper iments w i t h tempora ry 

structures led h im to env i ronmenta l l y 

sound strategies using low- tech recyclable 

mater ia ls and foundat ions that demarer ia l -

i/.c w h e n the st ructure is d ismant led . In 

Ban's ph i losophy, the func t ion o f a struc­

ture is " t o improve people's lives wh i le 

celebrat ing and en joy ing the inherent 

beauty of e a r t h . " 

Un l i ke most o f Ban's arch i tectura l 

projects, " B a m b o o R o o f " lacks the pur ­

poseful u t i l i t y that gives such urgency to 

his emergency earthquake shelters in 

Kobe. N o r does it have the metaphor ica l 

eloquence o f his classically f o rma l C u r t a i n 

I louse, the Wal lhouse, or the Studio lor 

Vocalists. Instead, " B a m b o o R o o f " is a 

celebrat ion o f a co l l abo ra t i on : a designer 

f r o m Japan, engineers f r om Europe, and 

Amer ican students and facu l ty f r o m t w o 

schools o f archi tecture on ly f ive miles 

apart w h o probab ly see t o o l i t t le o f one 

another. Th is conf luence o f energy, cre­

at ive p rob lem so lv ing , and a r t fu l c ra f t ing 

reveals the co l labora t ive nature of any 

archi tecture pro ject , where many hands 

and minds always p lay a par t — and here, 

not as Rice students or U H students, but 

as bui lders and makers. • 
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