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C A L E N D A R 

LECTURES 

THIRD ANNUAL HOUSTON MOD LECTURE 
Alan Hess 
• Friday, August 19, 6 p.m. 
HISD Central Administrat ion Building, 
Auditor ium 
3830 Richmond Avenue 
www.houstonmod.org 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: THE MIES' IMPERATIVE 
"A Total Design: The Villa Tugendhal 
in Brno, Czech Republ ic" 
Peter Lizon, FAIA, Professor Emeritus, 
University of Tennessee School 
of Architecture 
• Tuesday, August 30, 6 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater. Room 150 
713.743.2400 or 
www.a re h. u h .ed u/news 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: RECENT WORK 
Jose Castillo. Architect, Mexico City 
• Tuesday, September 13, 3:30 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater, Room 150 
713 .743 .2400 or 
www.arch,uh,edu/news 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: RECENT WORK 
Nora Laos 
• Tuesday. September 20, 3:30 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater, Room 150 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: ZONETALK 
Charles Tapley 
• Tuesday, September 27. 3:30 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater. Room 150 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

RDA LECTURE: ARTHOUSES 
"New Directions in Museum 
and Exhibition Design" 
Victoria Newhouse, author of 
Towards A New Museum 
• Wednesday. September 28 , 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditor ium 
713.348 .4876 orwww.rda.r ice.edu 

URBAN LANDSCAPES CLEAR 
Julia Czerniak, Associate Professor. 
Syracuse University School 
of Architecture 
• Monday, October 3, 3:30 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater, Room 150 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: RECENT WORK 
Brian Mackay-Lyons 
• Tuesday, October 4, 6 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch. u h .ed u/news 

RDA LECTURE: ARTHOUSES 
"New Directions in Museum 
and Exhibition Design" 
Brad Cloepfil, Allied Works 
Architecture 
• Thursday, October 6, 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Audi tor ium 
713 .348 .4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

ROALECTURE:ARTHOUSES 
"New Directions in Museum 
and Exhibition Design" 
Tony Fretton. Tony Fretton Architects 
• Wednesday, October 12, 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditor ium 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

RDALECTURE: ARTHOUSES 
"New Directions in Museum 
and Exhibition Design" 
Lyn Rice, Lyn Rice Architects 
• Wednesday, October 19, 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: LANDSCAPE 
AS URBAN INFRASTRUCTURE 
Kevin Shanley, ASLA, SWA Group 
• Tuesday, October 18, 6 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Theater, Room 150 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh .ed u/news 

RDA LECTURE: ARTHOUSES 
"New Directions in Museum 
and Exhibition Design" 
David Adjaye. Adjaye/Associates 
• Wednesday, October 26, 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

SYMPOSIA 

GREEN ROOF WORKSHOP 
Part I: Designing a Green Roof 
lor Houston's Climate 
• Monday, August 1 ,4 p .m. -8 p.m. 
Downtown Marriott 
9 1 6 Dallas 
713.520.0155 or 
mandy@aiahouston.org 

GREEN ROOF WORKSHOP 
Part II: Details and Lessons Learned 
• Monday, August 8, 4 p.m.-8 p.m. 
7777 Greenbriar 
713.520.0155 or 
mandy@aiahouston.org 

EXHIBITIONS 

FIFTH YEAR STUDENT WORK 
• August 15-September 15 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Gallery 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

VILLA TUGENOHAT 
• August 15-September 23 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Archives 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

URBAN LANDSCAPES: ITALIAN PLAZAS 
• September 12-September 30 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Archives 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

ROBERT LINDSEY DRAWINGS 
• October 1-October 30 
Gerald D, Hines College of 
Architecture Archives 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 

PAUL HESTER PHOTOGRAPHS 
"Changing Houston" 
• October 20-November 23 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture Gallery 
713.743.2400 or 
www.arch.uh.edu/news 
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EVENTS 

RDA CIVIC FORUM fa PROSPECTS 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN HOUSTON 
Part I, "People," will explore the health. 
salety, welfare, and happiness of hu-
man beings as we try to live our lives in 
a busy urban environment. 
• Wednesday, July 20, 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.348,4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

GULF COAST INSTITUTE 
LIVABLE HOUSTON MEETING 
Speaker and roundtable discussion 
• Wednesday, July 27, Noon 
Houston-Galveston Area Council 
3555 Timmons 
713.523,5757 or 
crossley@gulfcoastideas.org 

RDA PARTNERS 2005 CHARRETTE 
Plan C.B.D.: Urban design near 
major new urban park 
• Saturday, August 6, 8 a . m . - 6 p.m. 
Gerald D. Hines College of 
Architecture 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

EXPLORE THREE GREEN 
BUILDINGS IN HOUSTON 
Visits to the Emerson Unitarian 
Church Education Center, the 
American Heart Association, and 
the UT School of Nursing Building 
• Saturday, August 6, 10 a.m.-2 p.m. 
Please RSVP to Eco-lnterchange-
RSVP@usgbc - houston. org 

GULF COAST INSTITUTE 
LIVABLE HOUSTON MEETING 
Speaker and roundtable discussion 
• Wednesday, August 24, Noon 
Houston-Galveston Area Council 
3555 Timmons 
713.523.5757 or 
crossley@gulfcoastideas.org 

•••lni| 
• i i in i l 

The UI Sihool ol Nurwg Building will lie pail ol an exploration ol Ko-fiiendlv buildings in August 

ROA CIVIC FORUM II: PROSPECTS 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN HOUSTON 
Part II, "Planet," will discuss the 
Earth as the source and sustainer 
of our lives. 
• Wednesday, August 3 1 . 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

GULF COAST INSTITUTE 
LIVABLE HOUSTON MEETING 
Speaker and roundtable discussion 
• Wednesday, September 28, Noon 
Houston-Galveston Area Council 
3555 Timmons 
713.523.5757 or 
crossley@gulfcoastideas.org 

RDA CIVIC FORUM III: PROSPECTS 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN HOUSTON 
Pari III, "Prosperity," will discuss our 
economy and its eflects on our people 
and planet. 
• Wednesday, September 2 1 , 7 p.m. 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
Brown Auditorium 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

2005 ROA GALA 
The 19th annual RDA Gala, held 
to support the 2005-2006 RDA 
programs and publications, will honor 
designer Herbert C. Wells. The event 
will include dinner, dancing, and a 
silent auction. 
• Saturday, November 5 
The Pavilion. 1800 Post Oak 
Boulevard 
713.348.4876 or www.rda.rice.edu 

OVERCITE 
An article in Crfe63 about high-rise 
living mistakenly attributed the design 
of Uptown Park to Ziegler Cooper 
Architects. It was designed by Brand + 
Allen Architects, Inc. 

Cite 
The Arch i tec ture and Design 
Review of H o u s t o n 

Subscription 
O n e year: S I S T w o years: $ 2 5 

Name 

Addr 

dry/State / i p 

J Cheek for $_ enclosed. 
LI Gift subscription 

The Rice Design Alliance 
l i t . Rice Design Alliance, established Ui 1972, is .1 not- fo i profit 

organization dedicated to the advancement t>l architecture, 
iirh.m .It sii'.n, .nul l iu huili environment m the Houston region 
through ediicatiDii.il programs; the publication ol Cue, i quarter!) 
review "1 art luted lire and design; ,itul .Ktive program! to initiate 
physical improvements. Membership in the KDA is open to the 
Kener.ll pithily.. 

I n d i v i d u a l M e m b e r s h i p S35 
Ticket discounts fur all IU > \ programs 
Tree suliscupnou to Cite: I'he krehtitcttm •;«•' Daign 

RrriM' of I timsfon 
Invitation! to "member! only" event* 
Participation in ihe .uinu.il memhership mcetui£ .uul t w i n 
Participation in ihe iuuiu.il architecture lour 

S t u d e n t M e m h e r s h i p S i s 
Al l o! the above bene6is 

F a m i l y M e m b e r s h i p $ 5 0 

A l l o t the above benefin i"i yom family 

S p o n s o r M e m b e r s h i p $ 1 2 5 
Al l o l the benefits accorded to Family Member! 
t ourtesy tickets to two selected K l i , \ programs 

M a t r on M e m b e r s h i p $ 2 5 0 
All oi the benefits accorded to Sponsoi Member! 
Courtesy tickets to three lelcctcd ECDA programs 

S u s t a i n i n g M e m b e r s h i p $ 5 0 0 
All o l the benefits accorded to Patron Memben 
t ourtesy tickets to all HDA programs 

C o r p o r a t e M e m b e r s h i p S I 1)1)0 
Al l o l ihe hetlelns accorded to Sustaining Metnhers 
Recognition in the KDA |uumal rare and .it all RhA programs 
tank lo your wchsiie Iroiu RDA's website 

C o r p o r a t e S p o n s o r s h i p $ 1500 
All ol tiie benefit! accorded to Corporate Member! 
Sponsorship ot a selected KDA program 
Special recognition on S.IHHI announcements, .n the program, 

and in Ore 

Membership Appl icat ion 

Naiut 

Address 

( ity/State 

Telephone 

Zip 

E-mail 

Occupation 

M e m h e r s h i p ( a tegory 

A m o u n t enclosed % 

c hecks made out to the Rice |)esii;ii Alliance should be seni to: 
Rice University 
Rice Design Alliance - MS S I . 
l'ii Bon IHS>2 
Houston, leas 77251-1892. 
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A pimit povilion. srxtai fields, and bike/hike hoik highlight the master plan to Tiny Morton fork 

Tony Marron Park Gets a Public/Private Revival 

Until recently, the 19-acrc stretch of 
land in the East End known as Tony 
Marron Park was far from being a place 
far city residents to relax in and enjoy. 
Designated a city park in 1987, the space 
at 808 North York Street bordering 
Buffalo Bayou had never been developed. 
While some local residents played pickup 
soccer games there, the park had deterio-
rated over time. 

"It was just a dirt field, and provided 
nothing but a space for vandals," says 
Paul Me/a, president ol the Second Ward 
Residents Organization and a neighbor-
hood resident for all of his 67 years. 

All that is about to change, with the 
land undergoing a massive face-lift spon-
sored by a unique partnership between 
area residents, the non-profit group the 
Park People, the city, and the county. The 
revitalized park, WII ILI I u.is named allet 
a longtime community activist, is set to 
open in the fall of 2005, complete with 
multiple soccer fields, a covered pavilion 
with picnic tables, a large playground, 
a trail system for pedestrians and bik-
ers, restroonis and vending machines, 
an abundance ol trees, and extensive 
landscaping and earthworks, including 
a drainage swale that wi l l feature native 
wetland plants. 

"It's certainly the biggest project 
we've done in our 26-year history," notes 
Cilenda Barrett, executive director of the 
Park People. "But what's neat is that the 
city and the county are really joining in . " 

The idea for the project was born in 
2002, when former president of the Park 
People Allyson Cook met Mez.a on a bus 
tour ol the East End. Meza expressed 
interest in creating a place where local 
youth could stay out of trouble, area 
athletes could enjoy real playing fields, 
and neighborhood families could unwind 
and get some fresh air. Representatives of 
the Park People visited Tony Marron Park 
and saw it had untapped potential, with 
us view ol the ! louston skyline and close 
proximity to Buffalo Bayou. Following 
discussions with city and county officials, 
a decision was made to take on the 
project, which is now budgeted at close to 
$2 mil l ion. 

While the East End lias gained m 
popularity among new homeowners in 
recent years, those involved in improv-
ing Tony Marron Park wanted to make 
sure that longtime residents ot the area 
had a say in how it would be developed. 
Two community meetings were held to 
gain input Ironi the park's neighbors, ^a\ •> 
Barrett, with over 100 people participat-
ing. Groundbreaking occurred in early 
February 2004, with Mayor Bill White 
speaking at the ceremony. 

Funding for the project is coming 
from several different sources. According 
to Roksan Okan-Vick, executive direc-
tor of the Houston Parks Hoard, a may-
oral-appointed hoard that functions as a 
nun profit, the City of I louston is sup-
plying approximately $700,000, some of 
which is in the form of a grant from the 
Environmental Protection Agency. Harris 

County Precinct 2 is providing more than 
$250,000, and the Park People is raising 
the remaining amount. 

Among those helping to cover that 
cost, says the Park People's Barrett, 
are the Wortham, Brown, and Fondren 
Foundations, the Houston Endowment, 
the Clayton Fund, the Jack H. and 
Will iam M. l ight Charitable Trust, 
ExxonMobil , the River Oaks Garden 
Club, the Barbara Dillingham Fund, 
Rohyn and John Stevenson, and W.S. 
Bellows Construction Company. The 
Parks Board is overseeing the nuts 
and holts of the project. The Greater 
East End Management District and the 
Buffalo Bayou Partnership have also been 
involved in the development of the park. 
It is all this cooperation that excites those 
involved. 

"It's a real public/private partner-
ship," says Okan-Vick. "1 wish every proj-
ect could be run like this." 

According to Okan-Vick, SWA Group 
is designing the park's picnic pavilion in 
a Spanish (. olonial style. The earthworks 
wil l help to channel water into Buffalo 
Bayou, and a certified naturalist is work-
ing on the landscaping. The bike/hike 
trails will he pari ol the Buffalo B.iyou 
Partnership's master plan lor Buffalo 
Bayou from Shepherd Drive to the 
Ship Channel. 

Another interesting feature ol the 
park wi l l he the availability of restroonis, 
something that the residents had placed 
at the top of their wish list. While the city 
rarely includes remote restroonis at parks 
because of vandalism, Okan-Vick says an 
exception was made when the residents 
promised to patrol the facilities regularly. 

"That was a big, big plus," she says. 
"We know they wil l take ownership of 
them." Janitorial services wil l be provided 
by the county and the city, and Harris 
County Precinct 2 Commissioner Sylvia 
Garcia wi l l provide construction of a ser-
vice building to house the park's storage 
area, vending machines, and restroonis. 

Heavy rains in January and February 
slowed the project down, but Barrett says 
that contractors arc back on track for a 
tall completion. For residents, opening 
day can"! come soon enough. 

"I t wi l l enhance the community," says 
Second Ward Residents Organ-ization 
President Me/a. "We wil l have something 
we didn't have before. I feci very, very 
happy about i t . " —Jennifer Mathieu 
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The homes Ihol William Floyd designed mid boill mound Houston, such as llns one in Memoricl Bend, weie modest in vie. but large in the inllocntc they hod on oilier, Floyd helped set modem design as a standard loi Mousloo's post-World Wm II neighborhoods. 

Remembering William Floyd 

hollowing a post-war housing short-
age, I Illusion nnderweni I construction 
boom in the 1950s to the benefit of many 
local architects, one of the most prolific 
of whom was Wil l iam Floyd. Floyd, an 
Oklahoma native who moved to Texas in 
the 1910s, passed away in 2004 at the age 
of 9T His lasting influence on the look 
ol residential Houston is fell in neighbor-
hoods around the city, from Glenbrook 
Valley in the south to Walnut bend in the 
west and Spring Branch in the northwest. 

Will iam Norman Floyd was horn 
in Norman, Oklahoma in 19 1 1. Mis 
father taught history at the University of 
Oklahoma, where Floyd would eventually 
enroll to study mechanical engineering 
before becoming one of Oklahoma's first 
architecture students, graduating in I 9 i4. 

Upon graduation, Floyd served in 
the Army Air Corps in Texas, first at 
Ellington Field as a construction inspec-
tor and then as an engineer in Galveston, 
Toward the end of his stay in Galveston, 
Floyd came across a help-wanted ad in 
a local paper noting .m opening lor an 
architectural draftsman in Lindale Park, a 
new subdivision in north Houston. I loyd 
rook the job and moved to Houston to go 
to work tor developer W. R. Reid, who 
provided him with a field office and had 
him design a dozen bouses in the I mdale 
Park neighborhood. 

By 194 I, when Floyd was recalled to 
service with the Army Air Corps, he had 
earned his license and opened his own 
architectural practice. During World War 
11, Floyd served as a Staff architect at the 
Oklahoma City Aircraft Assembly Plant 
and as a construction officer in Guam and 
Okinawa. Upon returning to Houston, 
Floyd went back to work in l indale Park 
as the subdivision architect. He reopened 
his practice, concentrating for the most 

part on small bungalows, but eventually 
branching out to other building types. 

In 1950, a modem, two-story office 
building Floyd built on the corner of 
Sunset and Kirby was featured in a local 
newspaper. This recognition allowed 
F'loyd to expand his practice in 1951. He 
hired two draftsmen, Harwood Taylor 
and Will iam Jenkins, both fresh out of 
school. The l inn lux a me Will iam N. 
Floyd and Associates and entered a pro-
ductive period that would last until Floyd 
ss.is called up by the An Force to serve in 
the Korean War. 

Not wanting to close the practice 
while he was serving in the military, 
Floyd left laylor and Jenkins in charge. 
In i.lu An I uici Floyd nise to the rank 
of captain, serving as the Chief of 
Master Planning for the Northeast Air 
Command, overseeing design and con-
struction of air bases in Newfoundland, 
Baffin Island, Greenland, and Labrador. 

After the war, as a reward to Jenkins 
tor his loyalty, Floyd changed the name 
of the firm to Jenkins & Floyd. With 
Jenkins in charge oi the business, Floyd 
worked as both An architect and a devel-
oper, building houses in neighborhoods 
such as Robindell. Briarcrofr, Meyerland, 
Memorial Bend. Bellaire, Briargrove, and 
Walnut Bend. 

In 1955, the house Floyd designed for 
his family at 226 Pine Hollow was hon-
ored with a place on the Contemporary 
Arts Association's Modern I louse Tour 
IV. This house typified a style that Floyd 
would draw upon for years: modestly-
sized houses—his own was 2,700 square 
feet—that emphasized privacy. Floyd 
built variations on this design across the 
uuickb growing west side ol I loustoil. 

It was at this time, when his practice 
was the most active, that Floyd chose to 

leave the firm to Jenkins—Taylor had 
already moved on to open his own prac-
tice—and start tresh. 

It's hard to pinpoint who was more 
influenced by their association: Floyd or 
laylor and Iciikiiis. Modern mllueuces 
were visible in Floyd's designs before the 
two promising architects joined the t i rm, 
but his designs took on a more modern 
look when the three ot lliem worked 
together. However, it was after the three 
parted ways that Floyd's work began to 
attract national attention. Certainly Floyd 
had A\I eye for talent; the two draftsmen 
he chose out of school would go on to 
become two of Houston's more promi-
nent architects. 

The residences Floyd designed and 
built during this period took on a cleaner, 
low-slung look. In neighborhoods such 
as Woodland Hollow, Briargrove, and 
Memorial Bend he began to lean toward 
planar facades with flat roofs, low-pitched 
rancho dehrxes, ,uu\ the occasional but-
terfly-roofed house. His homes were 
affordable yet stylish. They appealed to 
aficionados of modern style, and attracted 
the attention of magazines such as Better 
Humes & Gardens, Good Housekeeping, 
House & Home, Practical Builder, and 
American Builder. 

Floyd imbued his designs with per-
sonal touches. Flis houses had begun 
to include details such as hand-blown 
hgln fixtures from Venice and mosaic 
tile bathrooms for what he liked to call 
"a hand-worked look." One client had 
Floyd design a Piet Mondrian-inspired 
front door—a task he attempted 50 
tunes before he felt he had the "r ight" 
door. Other clients were attracted by 
his shoji screens, terra/.zo flooring, 
and porte eochercs. Advertisements 
loi Floyd designed houses enticed buy 

ers with house names such as "The 
Contemporama" or "The Tropicana." 

Floyd's designs struck a chord with 
local architects as well: Bill Caudill, 
Tom Bullock, Wallie Scott, and Charles 
Lawrence of Caudill Rowlert Scon all 
chose to live in Floyd-designed houses 
when they moved their firm to I louston 
from College Station, Farle Alexander, 
a founder of PGA1, and Gil Thweatr, a 
partner with Welton Beckett Associates 
and later principal with .VDI, also chose 
houses designed by Floyd. 

But just as he was garnering the 
greatest recognition of his career, F'loyd 
began scaling hack his practice and enter-
ing retirement. He shifted his focus to 
selling in n lei tit mis " I designs via home 
plan magazines such as New Humes 
Guide and Better Humes & Gardens 
Hume Building Ideas. 

Floyd's contributions to the city were 
largely forgotten over the next 30 years. 
1 lis work did appear in (lie second edi-
tion of the Houston Architectural Guide, 
which listed two of his modern houses, 
one of them in Briargrove and the other 
in Memorial Bend, but otherwise he was 
little remembered. 

But Floyd's work began to be noticed 
again with the advent of the internet. His 
name surfaced repeatedly in online design 
communities, exposing new generations 
of architecture enthusiasts to his work. In 
his early 90s by this time, Floyd appreci-
ated the renewed interest. 

While Wiliam Floyd's work may 
never receive the recognition gisen to 
many of his contemporaries, thousands 
of I loustonians have benefited from his 
designs. Perhaps his greatest achievement 
was setting modern design as the standard 
for the new neighborhoods ot post-war 
I louston. — Miebael HrkhforJ 
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GROWTH THROUGH DIVERSIFICATION 

CHILTON CAPITAL MANAGEMENT, LP 
INVESTMENT COUNSELORS 

Established 199 6 

Chr i s tophe r L. Knapp , Chief Execut ive Of f i ce r 
Thomas M. Mot te r . CFA, CPA, Chief Inves tment Of f i cer 

Dav id M. U n d e r w o o d , Jr., Senior Fixed Income Por t fo l io Manager 

1300 Post Oak Bou levard , Suite 1220 
Hous ton , Texas 77056 

713 .650 .1995 
www.ch i l t oncap i t a l . com 

For information contact Kim Fontenot, Director of Marketing 
kfontenotOchiltoncapital.com 713.650.1995 

CHILTO 
r *PMi* i Mf tNAQIUINT 

Herman Miller 
Knoll 
Dunbar 
Eames 
Saarinen 
Zographos 
Heywood Wakefield 
George Nelson 
Verner Panton 
Harvey Probber 

Mid-Century 
M o d e r n F u r n i t u r e 

1665 B Westheimer Houston, TX 77006 

713.521.3030 
vintage designs & architectural furniture 

Quantites 
New& Used 
Home 
Office 

Metro Retro 
405 Preston Ave 

Pasadena, Tx 77503 
713.473.0000 

www. melnwetrofurnilure .com 

visit our eBay store: 
http://www.stores.ebay.com/Metro-Retro 

Store* 

17007, this (Miking lot in front of rfw George it. Brown Convention Center could be port of a 13-ocre downtown oasts. 

Greening the City Center 
Late Inst year, City Hall anil Downtown 
Houston Inc. announced one mure step 
toward making downtown a vibrant 
center for recreation, residential life, and 
convention attraction. The announce-
ment nt ,i igi.i)<>E p.nk on the city's west 
side came in the context of a downtown 
renaissance that has included, among 
other things, the completion of Metro's 
first light rail line, the opening of the 
I l i l ton convention center hotel and 
Toyota Arena, and the expansion of the 
George R. Brown Convention Center. As 
with each of these, a great deal of quiet 
groundwork has supported the drive for 
a new downtown park. 

Since the early 1990s a number of 
undeveloped parcels west ol the George 
R. Brown have been targeted by 1 Iouston 
Endowment, l ac , one of Houston's major 
foundation benefactors, to become a pub-
lic green space. The city purchased the 
two parking lots in front of the conven-
tion center in early 2002, and waited to 
see the fate ol the remaining open space 
between the center and the Park Shops. 
In the meantime. Downtown Houston 
created a task force that invested in a 
Framework Plan, released in October 
2004. "Aiming for high density residen-
tial development, a potential for 1 1,000 
new units by 2025, the Framework saw 
the relatively undeveloped east side as 
prime ground for both residential devel-
opment and also public amenities thai go 
with such housing," notes Guy Hagstette, 
Central Houston's chief urban planner 
and a special advisor to the mayor for 
downtown urban development. 

In late 2004, when Crescent Realty 
released for sale the parcels of land 
required tor a park. Mayor Hill White 
stepped in and orchestrated their pur-
chase. With $N million from public 
sources and approximately $16 mill ion 
from private philanthropic partnerships, 
three parcels were added to the city's 
existing parcels to create a park space of 
in l ib I i acres. I:.nh.incing tlu deal was 
the citv's contribution of the Crawford 

Street right of way running through the 
park parcels. 

Though some have suggested there 
was a rush to purchase the Crescent Realty 
tracts, that downplays the bold public/ 
private partnership that was required to 
complete the deal. Moving the park from 
idea to reality is now the responsibility of 
the non-profit Houston Downtown Park 
Conservancy. While the Conservancy wi l l 
set the program strategy through design 
and construction, as well as eventually 
operate the park, it does not own the land; 
the newly organized I Iouston Downtown 
Park Corporation is the public owner of 
the land, using a similar legal contract as 
the land covenant that covers the Hi l ton 
convention center hotel. The city wi l l con-
tribute $750,000 a year to the Houston 
Downtown Park Corporation's operations. 

Downtown's proposed privately run 
public park is taking its strategy from such 
successful public/private urban park part-
nerships as Bryant Park in New York City. 
In fact, a number of the organizers ol such 
public/private partnerships are being called 
upon by the Downtown Park Conservancy 
to visir Houston and share their insights. 
While the Conservancy is still forming its 
vision for the park, clearly articulated are 
the goals to make it an active place, an 
urban destination that is green, inviting, 
and the center lor projected residential 
growth. Though the actual form is far 
from decided, a mix of green spaces, foun-
tains, and active venues is hkel\ m result. 

The Conservancy has embarked on 
intensive sin analysis, preliminar> tun, 
tional programming, public visioning, 
and designer selection through a two-step 
public selection process. A design advisory 
group has convened, representing com-
munity design forces—among them the 
Rice Design Alliance—park advocates, and 
the downtown business community. When 
the agreement was made to purchase the 
land, .i stipulation for the funding was 
th,it the park be completed and opened In 
December 2007. So the countdown has 
begun. — Rives T. Taylor 
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The Ghost of Frost Town 

It comes as a surprise to many that the 
settlement of Houston did not start 
in the summer of IN.16, but rather 14 
years earlier in 1822, one half-mile 
downstream from the bayou landing 
.11 the foot of Main Street. The original 
Houstonians were about 20 people, in 
four or five families, who settled under 
[he supervision of Stephen F. Austin; lit-
tle is known about them but their names, 
and we only have a few of those. 

By the mid-1830s, this eight-block, 
96-lot plat was called l-'rost Town, after 
the Frost family, who were among the 
original settlers, by the IS40s, Frost 
Town was a largely derman town within 
a town; it boasted three churches and 
one synagogue, a school, a volunteer fire 
department, an armory, a brewery, an 
iceworks, a slaughterhouse/meat market, 
a blacksmith, mercantile establishments, 
and a cemetery. 

Some say Frost Town's decline 
began in 1853, when the Galveston, 
1 louston, and I lenderson Railroad sliced 
through the neighborhood, connecting 
the Texas & Pacific and International 
Cireat Northern lines. By the early K i th 
century. Frost Town was just a huddle 
ol shabby houses known, in refection 
of its changed ethnic makeup, as Barrio 
de la (.Iran. A second mortal cut was 
made in the early 1450s for an industrial 
road connecting downtown with the 
Ship Channel. Then construction started 
on the elevated Flysian Viaduct, which 
linked the central business district with 
i s J9 North-

By the early 1990s only two or three 
shotgun houses remained in Frost Town. 
Then in 1992 the state paid $800 to the 
owner of the last remaining house, which 
was located at 1820 Bramble Street, and 

promptly tore it down. It vanished like 
the last passenger pigeon. 

Today, Frost '["own lives vividly in the 
mind of environmental artist and activist 
Kirk Farris. Pursuing a fascination with 
Buffalo Bayou bridges, in 1985 Farris 
persuaded the city to let his non-profit 
organization. Art and Environmental 
Architecture, paint the remarkable rein-
forced concrete girder that is the McKee 
Street Bridge. Once this was completed, 
his next step was to assemble land on the 
south end ol the bridge lor what became 
known as James Bute Park—and was, 
coincidciHally, the heart of old Frosi 
' [own. Since ih.it tune, Farris lias been 
pushing research, encouraging urban 
archeology, and writ ing and speaking 
wherever possible to promote his vision of 
a large Frost Town park. 

A master plan, completed in 1999 
with the help of Keiji Asakura of Sl.A 
Studio Land, Inc., envisions a public open 
space, partly shaded by the aging viaduct 
above, with paved pedestrian ways laid 
out in the old street pattern, and differ-
ent ground cover vegetation indicating 
different historic land uses. With the 
anticipated acquisition of two or three 
remaining parcels the historic town site 
will be complete. And then, perhaps in the 
near future, visitors wil l be able to get an 
abstract sense of what kind of place Frost 
lown was 170 years ago. 

There are some people in Houston 
who can drive by a modern building and 
clearly visualize what stood on the same 
site in their youth. But very few can do 
what Kirk Farris can—recycle throwaway 
land, dig into its human past, create a 
vision of the oldest pari of Houston, and 
make you believe he really used to live 
there, — Barry Moore 
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L i g h t TOUCh : The Work of Harwood Taylor 

BY BEN K O U S H HARWOOD TAYLOR (1927-1988) was a 

prolific modernist architect who worked 
in Houston from the early 1950s until 
the late 1980s. While his career spanned 
four decades, his best work came early, 
culminating in 19ft9 with his design 
ot the I USD Headquarters Building at 
.1830 Richmond Avenue. (This building, 
Taylor's late Brutalist masterpiece, is now 
scheduled for demolition.) between 1955 
and I960, Taylor designed a series of 
wonderful flat-rooted brick veneer houses 
in a gentle Miesian mode. However, 
Taylor's true legacy is Ins coinmerci.il 
architecture, in which he deftly integrated 
progressive design with the unforgiving 
economics nl serially-reproduced specula-
tive buildings. 

Harwood Taylor was born in Dallas 
on May 25, 1927. While serving in the 
Naval Reserves in northern California 
from 1945 to 1946 he also studied at 
Stanford University. He then transferee! 
to the University of Texas, staying until 
1949. I le continued Ins education at the 
University of Houston through 1950, 
also working as a designer in the office 
of William N. Floyd (see "Remembering 
Will iam Floyd," page I I). 

Taylor's talent tor design was appar-
ent early on: In 1950 he won first prize in 
the Texas Society of Architects Featherlite 
Competition with his scheme for a medi-
cal clinic.1 I le returned to the University 
of Texas, graduating in 19.5 I.2 Taylor 
then settled in Houston, returning to 
work at what became Will iam N. Floyd 
and Associates until 19 53, when he start-
ed his own practice. 

In 195.5, 'Taylor joined forces with J. 
Victor Ncuhaus I I I , a former high school 
classmate, to create the firm Neuhaus cv 
Taylor. Their relationship was described 
as "a classic partnership: Taylor preferred 
design, Ncuhaus management and market-
ing." ' "The firm was successful and grew 
rapidly, abetted by favorable building con-
ditions in I louston, where development 
outpaced national levels from the mid 
1950s until the oil crash in the mid 1980s, 

Taylor was of the generation ot 
Houston modernists, including Howard 
Barnstone, Will iam R. Jenkins, Burdette 
Keeland, Hugo V. Ncuhaus Jr., and 
Anderson Todd, whose 1950s designs 
revolutionized the way the architecture of 
the city was perceived at home and in the 
national press. Trior to World War II. the 

Houston architectural scene was dominat-
ed by the residential work of conservative 
eclectic architects such as John F. Staub 
ami Birdsall l'.iisuic. 

The single family detached house has 
always been the dominant building type 
in I louston, and it is within this type 
that the most progressive architectural 
design has usually been found. Taylor's 
generation of Houston architects was no 
exception. Their first published designs 
relied heavily on the austere and rigorous 
influence ot I udwig Mies van der Rohe. 
The lack of overt historical references 
separated their designs from the work 
of their eclectic predecessors. (Though 
the influence of Mies would wane by the 
end ot the 1950s, many of his principles, 
such as the discreel indication of struc-
ture, ordered relationships between indi-
vidual parts, and a tendency towards pure 
abstract ion. would continue to i k n . K i i i 
izc the work of the Houston modernist 
architects until the early 1970s.) 

Taylor's early work was precocious 
and confident in its looseness. One rea-
son for this was that Taylor, unlike his 
colleagues, had already designed a large 
number ot houses for the unforgiving 
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speculative market prior to the mid 
1950s. His signature appeared on most 
of the renderings published during Ins 
tenure in Floyd's office. On his own he 
designed some 7.5 houses 111 Meyerland 
for builder B. I;. Williams, including the 
l iv ing tor Young Homemakers Parade 
House (1955) at 5 127 [ackwnod Street, 
which was eventually inducted into the 
National Association of Momebuilders 
Hall ol Fame. And lie did all tins before 
the tender age of 2S.4 

Taylor preferred working for commer-
cial developers; thus Ins most progressive 
Miesian houses—all designed as favors 
for good friends—were somewhat anoma-
lous in his oenvre, though they were each 
happy exercises in modem architecture. 
1 he classic image of (lahfornia style 
patio-living (preferably with martinis in 
hand) was best exemplified by the Kaim 
I louse (1955) at 5203 Stamper Way. This 
striking house continues to be occupied by 
the original owner, who has maintained it 
in splendid condition tor 50 yens. 

Taylor's crisp design of the Kaim 
House seemed to have been informed 
equally by Neutra's textural and loosely 
composed work ol the 1940s and Mies' 

tight brick courtyard house projects of 
the 1930s. Low, spreading, pink brick 
walls face the street, concealing light, airy 
interiors that are oriented toward a large 
swimming pool and rear garden, which are 
separated from the living areas by a series 
ol sliding glass doors. The house's owner 
leaves the glass doors open all the time 
and walks barefoot on the white terra/zo 
floors; the design makes this bearable 
even on the steamiest Houston days. The 
interior was described in a I9SN article 
as "warm without being sentimental and 
achiev[ing] an informal feeling without 
becoming disheveled ... ornate frills and 
gimmicks went our the sliding doors when 
(. ontemporary arrived,"3 

Despite his skill at houses, the sheer 
number and prominent locations ol 
laylor's medium-sized speculative com-
mercial work ensures that they wil l consti 
lute his greatest contribution in Houston 
architecture. Taylor accepted these com 
missions enthusiastically, and noted, 
" I listorically, architects have been com-
missioned by the church, state, or indi-
vidual patron, but a new concept of clien-
tele—investment building—has emerged."'' 

It is hard to drive along any busi-
ness thoroughfare in Houston today and 
not see examples ot laylor's work. Sadly, 
this may not be true much longer. In the 
past four years many of his notable early 
buildings have been demolished, among 
them the Geophysical Supply building 
(1956), formerly at Bell Avenue and 
1 1 aw lot d si reet; the I'rotiei building 
11957), formerly at 402 Fierce Avenue; 
the Pipeline I ethnologists. Inc. building 
(19.581, formerly at 3431 West Alabama 
Avenue; the I luni .111 ( oltec t 1 mipam 
building (1961), formerly at 7105 Kary 
Road; the Beauty Pavilion (1962), formerly 
at 4747 Wesrheimer; and the Oi l base. 
Inc. building (1962), formerly at ?625 
Southwest Freeway. Another building, the 
Friden (1961) at 2903 Richmond Avenue, 
is presently abandoned and a good candi-
date lor demolition. 

Taylor's seemingly inexhaustible cre-
ativity imbued these modest buildings with 
individual personalities, satistymg not only 
the architect from a design perspective 
but also the developer client, who needed 
a way to entice companies to rent space 
in the buildings. Taylor found ways to 
increase interior flexibility so that the same 
building could accommodate many differ-
ent tenants. Windows were positioned to 
allow a minimum of two-loot increments 
in locating interior partitions. Taylor used 
tilt-up pre-cast concrete walls to speed 
the construction process. I lis floor plans 
worked to remove interior structural col-
umns within the tenant space by employ-
ing steel beam and concrete floor decking 
spanning from the building perimeter to 
its core. 

I lis most memorable commercial 
designs were for the single floor office 

buildings elevated above parking on pilot-
is. The hist and most elegant ol these, 
with its cantilevered travertine sun shades, 
was the Pacific Mutual l i fe Insurance 
Company building (I960) at 2701 Fannin 
Street. It was followed by the I'ontiac 
Motor Division building (196 11 at 3121 
Richmond Avenue, the Frwin. Wasey, 
Ruthrauff & Ryan, Inc. building (196 11 
at 3328 Richmond Avenue, and the Oi l 
Base Inc., Building (1962). According to 
Architectural Forum, "People in suburban 
I louston ... travel in cars; employees and 
customers come wrapped in a 6-by-16-
tiini steel package, so a large amount ot 
parking space must be provided, and it is 
cheaper to htt a building o i l the ground 
and park under it than purchase addition-
al land for a parking lot. Bay sizes in the 
Neuhaus Sc Taylor buildings are keyed 
to parking layout."* Effective as this may 
have been, it only worked for relatively 
small buildings. Taylor abandoned this 
scheme in favor ol separate parking struc-
tures for the larger buildings the firm 
designed in the mid 1960s, 

In the late 1950s the first nationally 
recognized firms were invited to design 
lor local commissions. Since Neuhaus 
& Taylor lacked the reputation, large 
stall, and integrated engineering services 
needed to compete for the most prestt 
gious 1 louston commissions, they started 
to specialize in production as architect ol 
record, as well as construction manage-
ment, engineering services, planning, and 
graphics. To reflect this, the name of the 
firm was changed in 1972 to Diversified 
Design Disciplines. In 197.5, when they 
secured a good deal of overseas work, 
primarily in the Middle Fast, the name 
was changed again to 3D/I , the " I " stand 
iug for international.'' Taylor eventually 
left the l inn he co-tounded in |978 in 
order to get back to design, but never 
quite managed to replicate the success he 
achieved from the mid 1950s through 
the 19M)s. • 

1. Neuhiius v Taylor AIA Architects & Planning 
CotUttittWtSi Company brochure. I timsuni, 1. ir*..i 
1966. 

2. Koyl, George S., editor. Amcrii.i/i Architects 
Directory. New York: R, R. Bowker Company. 
19J5, pg. SS2. 

1, Moorhead, Gerald "Neuhaus + Taylor," Texas 
Architect. November Dcurnk-r ts>as>, pg, ft', 
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"The eye now sees in substance what the mind formerly could only conceive. 

It is j new function added to our senses. 

It is a new standard of measurement. 

It is a new basis of sensation." 

Li (. oiuuisit.K, Aircraft 

Mapping HOUStOn : Flows, Frameworks, and Revelations 

B Y R A F A E L L O N G O R I A 

lop: Map showing the combined routes of mo|ai 
aitlinos Fiom the exhibition 'Massive Change the 
Fuluic of Global Design." Coutlesy the Vimrouvor 
Ail Golleiy. 

Next page: Mops treated by University ol Houston 
lonilh yeni aichilectwe students show how different 
people experience the city m veiy different woys to 
make the maps, students light all the places they 
hove evei visited and blacken oil the aieas they have 
never been By next outlining the perl ol Houston 
thai encompasses theit daily routines, end shading 
Ihe test, they gel a "peisonal" mop of the city. 
These mops wete produced by students liom loll 
2003 nnd loll 2004. 

When l.c Corbusicr proclaimed "the air-
plane indicts the city" in his 1935 hook 
Aircnift, in which he predicted the bird's-
eye view made available by airplanes 
would change the design profession, he 
could have hardly imagined the tools that 
would be at the disposal of every archi-
tect and planner just seven decades later. 
Satellite images, geographic informa-
tion systems (CIS), digital photography, 
computer graphics, and the internet have 
transformed design practices. It is not 
only the amazing amount ol information 
available that has made the difference, 
but how quickly and inexpensively that 
information can he accessed, reconfig-
ured, and disseminated. 

All this technology is impacting the 
way we understand I louston. Visit any 
architecture studio at Rice University or 
the University of Houston and you will 
see walls covered with maps of the city 
ami aerial views downloaded from the 

internet. The ritual trip to the Houston 
City I fall Annex to pick up the required 
momimentat ion maps—remember dia/.o 
prints?—at the start of every project has 
become obsolete. Now it is all available 
online, in multiple versions and mostly 
tree ot charge. 

The brave new work! ol instant infor-
mation, intelligent materials, and incred-
ible images is brilliantly documented in 
"Massive Change: The li irure of Global 
Design," an exhibition thar originated 
at the Vancouver Art Gallery last sear. 
Curator Bruce Man, a Toronto-based 
design guru, is particularly adept at intro-
ducing new ways ol seeing our universe, 
The map section is spectacular. Included 
in it is a map iti which the image of major 
airline routes outlines an elegant graph ol 
the world; the density ol lines indicates 
the most prominent areas (surely you can 
find I louston). Another map is a night-
time view ol the I artli that differentiates 

electrical light from wood-burning fires 
and is one of the starkest depictions of 
have and have-nots 1 have ever seen. And 
the interactive satellite views are literally 
out of this world. 

< if uer.iimg specialty maps used to be 
a labor-intensive task involving ink pens, 
ruh-ofl letters, and hand-applied color 
films. Producing maps was so expensive 
that choices had to be made very care-
fully as to what images to create. CIS and 
desktop computer graphics have dramati-
cally speeded up the process. Not long 
ago, proficiency in CIS was listed as desir-
able for planners; today, it is essential. 
Several local colleges now utter courses in 
CilS. .Hid lexas W VI University is offer 
ing a new bachelor of Science degree in 
Spatial Sciences that concentrates on the 
study of CIS, global positioning systems. 
and remote sensing. According to their 
promotional brochure, "these cut t ing-
edge technologies help environmental and 
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natural resource managers map geograph-
ical features, patterns, changes, and condi-
tions for environmental decision making, 
planning and problem solving." 

Today, there are literally hundreds of 
Houston maps available on various gov-
ernmental websites. The City of Houston 
Planning and Development Department, 
for example, has available on its website 
an extensive collection under the name of 
C.'OI KIIS (City of Houston Geographic 
Information Systems). The department has 
maps that cover almost any demographic 
aspect of the city: race, income, education, 
age, and more. Any particular land uses 
can he easily combined or isolated—did 
you know that 15 percent of the land 
within I lousron's city limits is vacant? As 
M} architect, I am understandably inter-
ested in the maps documenting building 
permits and demolition permits in the last 
decade. Hut the most surprising realiza-
tion to me came from a 21)00 population 

density map that highlights Glutton, at 
the intersection of Bellaire anil 1 lillcroft, 
as the densest spot in the city. It seems 
counterintuitive, but the many apart-
ments in the area have gone from hous-
ing the swinging singles of the oil boom 
years to providing shelter for extended 
families of Central American immigrants. 
Demography is destiny, and these maps 
tell the story of an extremely vibrant and 
diverse southwest quarter. 

A History In Maps 

It must be pointed out that as maps have 
proliferated, graphic quality has plunged. 
Where maps were once the domain of 
specialized craftsmen, today anyone with 
the right software can produce dozens of 
maps with very little effort. As welcome 
as time-saving technologies are, a visit to 
the map collection in the Houston Public 
I ibrary's Texas Room elicits a different 

kind of wonder. Sorting through then-
map flat files, painstakingly organized by 
decade, provides an unmatched under-
standing of the evolution of the city. 

The Texas Room collection contains 
not only official documents, but also 
delightfully odd pieces such as Michael 
Calhreth's idiosyncratic "The Human 
lour: An Anthropomorphic Route 
Through the City of 1 louston," a 1987 
map in which a human figure emerges 
from the tour's outlines. The earliest maps 
ol I louston show an elegant symmetri-
cal scheme, with Main Street springing 
from the intersection of Buffalo Bayou 
and White Oak Bayou and flanked by 
Market Square arid Courthouse Square. 
Old demographic maps have later-day 
hand-pasted labels covering the original 
ethnic group legends with more politically 
correct designations. And of course, pre-
World War II 1 louston is clearly demar-
cated by its numbered wards—the original 

\f0 
x 

framework for understanding the city. 
Looking at the ll>42 "Major Street 

Plan for Houston and Vicinity" is like 
looking at an alien city. This map was 
made just before the freeways appeared, 
and Main Street is still the undisputed 
main artery. The website Tcxasl'rceways. 
com displays a complete graphic history 
ol the evolution ol the I louston f rcew.n 
system (as well as those of other Texas 
cities). It's a history that is augmented by 
the Texas Room's collection of Houston 
traffic studies, where one can follow in 
detail the steady increase of travel times 
along 1-10 over the decades. 

But no other image tells the story as 
concisely as the map of I hmston's annex-
ation history, which traces the official 
outline of the city from I S.t6 to 2005. 
Because of the generosity of its extra-ter-
ritorial jurisdiction laws, Texas boasts 
three of the ten largest municipalities 
in the United States. Anil I louston has 

Continued on page 22 



18 CITE 64 : SUMMER 2005 

Six Major Cities Fit Inside Houston Houston Annexation History 1836-2005 
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the maps that make up the bottom 10* on this and the next page aie ham the collodion of the Houston Public hbtoiy's Texas Room, and document the evolution al the city, from left: 1834 map ol Houston'; woids with downtown detail, "Uoior Street Plon, Houston and Vkuiiiy" lion; 1942; mop 
showing how long it took in 1979 to gel horn the central (ity to an outside point duiing rush hour, and the speed you would tiavel along the way; and a 1986 map detailing how much traffic possed along poitituloi loodways in a 24-hour peiiod. The ihickei the line, the gieatei the numbei ol cats that 
use the load. 
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Vacant Land and Parks 2005 Population Density 2000 
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The mops on the top and centei mws of this and the facing poge ore dam the City of Houston's Planning and Development Department and covei a numbei of ma|oi demographic aspects of the city. They provide a giaphic snapshot of Houston. Top IOW fiom left: A mop detailing how Houston's city 
limits could encompass sm othei map U.S. cihes, a mop showing Houston's annexation histoiy from 1836 to 2005: o mop showing the relationship between Ihe city's pmks ond its vocant land: and a populohon density mop, which reveals that the cily's densest oteo is Guidon Centei tow, fiom 
left: A map of the ethnic mokeup of ihe city's Supei Neighborhoods; o map showing where those above and below the city's median household income live, a map showing where residential demolition has been most active: and o map showing Ihe distiibulion ol single fomily building peimils. 
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The Houston Framework: Natural Systems 
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Continued from page 17 
expanded steadily. The 2005 annexations 
stick to a narrow corridor along the edge 
of the city's northwest quarter follow-
ing the pattern observed in other Texas 
towns by Keith Krumwiede in Cite Si 
iSpring 2002). 

Houston covers more than 600 
square miles with less than half the 
population density of Los Angeles (3,161 
persons per square mile versus 7,415 
persons per square mile), but it edges 
Dallas as the densest city in Texas. As the 
Planning and Development Department's 
website proudly illustrates, Boston, 
Philadelphia, Las Vegas, Orlando, 
Denver and San Francisco could nil fit 
together inside Houston's city limits. 

The Wagon Wheel and the Branches 

I often assign my architecture students 
at the University of Houston to create a 
map of their "own personal Houston." 
To begin, they're asked to pick up a 

Houston metropolitan map at a local gas 
station. Next, they're told to outline all 
the parts of the city that they have ever 
visited. Then they blacken out those areas 
of the map that they have never been 
in. On the area they have visited, they 
outline their daily routine, and slightly 
shade the rest. Of course, the map has to 
be big enough to include the incredibly 
large area from which l )H students usu-
ally commute (recently I had a student 
who drove to school every day from West 
Columbia). 

The resulting "personal maps" invari-
ably feature three or tour "village blobs" 
of various sizes connected by spidery seg-
ments of the freeway system. Most maps 
show some of the highways running off 
the edge, signifying various trips out of 
town, but some of the most intriguing 
maps are self-contained islands, indicat-
ing a surprising number ol students who 
have only left the city through the air-
ports. This exercise documents graphically 
two things we know intuitively: we each 

inhabit small villages within the larger 
city, and the freeways rule. 

Peter Papademetriou's text map fea-
tured on the cover of the watershed 1972 
Houston: an architectural guide left no 
doubts as to what Houston was all about. 
The then-new freeway system is outlined 
with a running narrative that wonder-
fully encapsulates our elusive city. That 
map, like the rest of the guide, presented 
an image of Houston that probably was 
not the one local architects wanted to 
put forth to their colleagues from around 
the country on the occasion of the AIA 
National Convention coming to the city. 
But like it or not, the freeways have 
shaped the city and its lifestyle. 

Houston is defined by its flows—traf-
fic and drainage. The city can be dia-
gramed as the intersection of a wagon 
wheel and fanning tree branches. With no 
significant hills or untraversable bodies 
oi water on the way, the freeway system 
is as clear a concentric/radial partem 
as they come. And the bayous, equally 

unhindered by major obstacles, constitute a 
fairly regular bronchial system flowing in a 
southeasterly direction towards Galveston 
Bay. Of course, the elevated roads are 
considerably more visible than the region's 
millennial bayous. As much as a transpor-
tation system, the freeways have become 
the framework by which we understand 
the contemporary city. 

Primordial Houston 

And yet, as important as rhe freeways are, 
nature can always assert itself, as it did 
in June 2001 when the freeways became 
bayous. The Harris County Flood Control 
District maps documenting the effects of 
Tropical Storm Allison are scary. On the 
maps the bayous thicken t i l l they meet 
and form a huge lake in the middle of the 
city. The ongoing reconfiguration of flood 
plains wil l have enormous economic impli-
cations. And rhe flood control authorities 
are actively acquiring flood-prone sites that 
have the potential of being assembled into 
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a system of parks and green trails along 
the bayous that could transform the city. 

I first became absorbed with Houston 
maps when I chaired the Houston 
Framework effort for the Cultural Arts 
Council ot Houston/Harris County in 
1997. This project sought to provide a 
strategic plan for CACHH's public art 
program. Through an extensive map-
ping process it identified a series of cata-
lytic spots where CACHH's civic art and 
design efforts should be concentrated, 
such as bayous, parks, freeways, airports, 
and shopping malls. 

Two ot the Houston Framework 
findings related to the bayous stand out. 
First is what I call Houston's Manhattan, 
an "island" between Buffalo Bayou and 
Brays Bayou that extends all the way to 
the Katy Prairie, is of similar size to the 
real Manhattan, and contains most of the 
cultural and architectural treasures of the 
city. Second is the fact that Brays Bayou is 
Houston's "education corridor," already 
connecting the University ot Houston, 

Texas Southern University, the various 
Texas Medical Center universities. Rice 
University, and Houston Baptist University 
with a bike and hike trail. While subtle 
and often invisible, the bayous continue to 
be the preeminent natural armature that 
ties the whole city together. 

One ot the most interesting documents 
1 encountered in the Texas Room is a 
1990 preliminary version of a Houston 
Planning Commission long-term plan that 
proposed a generous green ring encircl-
ing Houston where the Grand Parkway 
now stands. This vision cleverly took 
advantage of the considerable amount ot 
existing wetlands and undeveloped land 
around the city. Unfortunately, by the 
time it went from draft to final report, 
the most compelling aspects of the green 
ring disappeared—even though a light-rail 
network, with the potential of introducing 
pedestrian-oriented corridors throughout 
the city, did appear in the final version. 

I am still trying to figure out what 
happened to that plan as it went from 

draft to final form. But propelled by the 
nct:^ to face our flooding problem, a 
vision of linked linear parks could do lor 
I lousron what Frederick Law Olmsted's 
Emerald Necklace did for Boston more 
than a century ago—particularly when 
you factor in the potential relocation of 
railroad traffic to the perimeter of the city 
and the "rai l to t ra i l " conversions this 
would make possible. 

Charles Tapley's and Jim Blackburn's 
hand-drawn map of the ecosystem of the 
upper Texas coast dramatizes more than 
any ol the high-tech images the consider-
able natural wealth surrounding Houston. 
Ecologically invaluable estuaries, prairies, 
marshes, and pine forests adjoin the city. 

Perhaps what is most important about 
the proliferation ol satellite photography 
websites, such as keyhole.com, that allow 
ns to /i in and out ol the Earth from 
our computers is that it reminds us con-
stantly about the interconnectivity of our 
environment, and the huge consequences 
of our individual and collective actions. • 

Related Websites 

The following websites offer views from space: 
Earth.google.com 
Eol.jsc.nasa.gov/ 
Terraserver.microsoft.com 
VirtualEarth.msn.com 

On these websites you can find maps ol Houston: 
Pwegis.pwe.ci.houston.tx.us/ 
Hc1cd.org (At site, click on Maps & Exhibits lab.) 
Gdc.h-gac.com/ 
www.houstontx.gov/planning/planning studies/ 
ludem.html (A number of the maps in this article 
were found here. Go to Chapter Three. Parts I arid 2, 
and Chapter Four to download PDFs with the maps.) 

And this website offer maps ol the Ireeways: 
Texasfreeways.com 
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Presanliiig a different locodt: Al the UT School ol Nursing Building, a combination of cypress siding, aluminum cladding, and corwas shades provides a shaip coaliasl lo the lesl ol the buildings in the lexos M i d Centei. 

A Natural Pleasure 

Seeking Ecological Balance at the University of Texas School of Nursing Building 

BY M A R K O B E R H O L Z E R 

S 

the view thiough ftr<r ground floor breezwuy. 
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Longitudinal section through the lit School of Nuising Building, showing location ol IOOI gmden and three lolenoi ohm 

One ol the School ol Nursing Building's mosl suiting foatwes is its interior oltia, which allow daylight to filler deep inside 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS School of 

Nursing and Student Community Center 
is a building unlike any of its contem-
poraries in the Texas Medical Center. 
It's relatively small in size and scale, its 
exterior materials are obviously natu-
ral rather than synthetic, and it makes 
little if any accommodation to the 
automobile. Sandwiched between M. 
D. Anderson's new Ambulatory Clinical 
Building and Grant Fay Park, a small 
park alongside traffic-choked Holcombe 
Boulevard, the School of Nursing 
Building manages to be at once both 
modest and startlingly assertive. 

In addition to housing the School 
of Nursing and the student center, the 
structure was charged with being a 
model of ecologically balanced institu-
tional building. The idea that a school 
that teaches health should reside inside 
something that itself encourages health 
is a premise that led the School of 
Nursing building's designers (BN1M 
with l.akc/Tlato) to engage technologies 
that are not often found in institutional 
settings, especially medical buildings. 

The only way to enter the School 
of Nursing Building is to walk up to 
it—there is no sweeping drive or tower-
ing lobby, common characteristics of 
new clinical buildings (which require 
areas for patient drop-off and pick-up) 
in the Medical (. enter. Although aca-
demic institutions abound in the Texas 
Medical Center, the complex has only a 
few places that actually have the feel of 
a college campus. The School of Nursing 
Building, with its pedestrian-friendly 
aesthetic, connects with and continues 
the academic atmosphere ol some ol the 
older parts of the Texas Medical Center, 
even though it is physically isolated from 
those areas. 

Materials 

While many modem buildings are 
conceived ol in terms of formal opera-
turns—extruding, folding, warping, and 
so on—the School of Nursing Building 
strongly asserts its materials. The variety 
and nature of the building's materials 
give it an appealing tactile quality. 

The first three floors of the build-
ing, which house most of the communal 
spaces, are clad in materials that have an 
explicitly "natural" character. At ground 
level, handmade brick from a 125-year-
old San Antonio warehouse wraps around 
the articulated circular volume of the 
auditorium and through the entry breeze-
way, where it is accented with rough-
hewn Texas granite. 

Above the brick are cypress logs 
recovered from riverbeds and milled into 
horizontal siding, which is punctuated by 
the circular concrete columns of the build-
ing's structural frame. While each of these 
materials meets stistainability criteria, 
I .ike/I'lato's trademark Tcxas-industrial-
agricultural aesthetic lends the School of 
Nursing Building a strong sense of iden-
tity very different from most buildings in 
the lexis Medical Center. The addition of 
a hitching post and a horse or two would 
not seem out of place. 

Above the third floor, the materials 
take a turn towards a more industrial 
aesthetic. The upper five floors are clad in 
an aluminum wall system that skims just 

outside of the concrete frame, completely 
enclosing it and rendering the upper 
floors as a bronze-colored box sitting 
atop volumes of brick and cypress. Each 
nt the I.is.iid s reveals .i carelul study " I 
the position of the sun during the day, 
evidenced in the amount of glazing and 
how it is shaded. 

The east side of the building offers 
views into the dark shadows of the trees 
m .m adjacent park. Operable windows 
fitted with screens occur at regular inter-
vals along the length of the building. 
Outside the windows, a system ol project-
ing vertical canvas shades tensioned with 
stainless steel cables helps reduce early 
morning glare and acts .is a textural coun-
terpoint to the metal sidmg. 

The west side of the building attempts 
to avoid late afternoon glare and heat 
gam by limiting the use of windows. 
Small, deeply recessed windows provide 
occasional views from both sitting and 
standing heights, but most of the west-fac-
ing rooms have little glazing. The plan of 
the building reflects the idea that the west 
side is the least preferred side of the build-
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ing—most of the building's mam spaces 
and offices face north, south, and east. 
With few windows, the west wall is com-
prised primarily of exuberantly perforated 
aluminum cladding with a strong horizon-
tal corrugation that runs across the central 
interior stair and wraps around twin exte-
rior fire escape stairs, creating /.ones ol 
intriguing transparency at night. 

With its diversity of engaging and con-
trasting materials, the School ol Nursing 
building has the etlect nt making material 
qualities—rather than form—the primary 
way in which the building is experienced. 

Technologies 

In essence, the typical contemporary 
multistory building is an architectural 
wrapper over a standardized system of 
structure and services that provides an 
adaptable bin neutral interior, The School 
of Nursing Building attempts to subvert 
this convention with the employment 
of a number of ecological technologies 
thai strongly characterize the interior 
or the structure. 

The most striking features of the 
interior are the three large atria that 
bring natural light deep into the build-
ing. Translucent glass admits a sott, 
muted light into the three interior spac-
es. In addition to providing natural light, 
these atria allow building occupants to 
have a sense of where they are within 
the entire building—an antidote to the 
confusion experienced by visitors to the 
many mazelike, windowless corridors 
found throughout the Texas Medical 
< enter. Similarly, the main ~-I.UI above 
the building's entry is glazed on both 
outside and inside walls, creating a light-
filled alternative to the elevators. 

Most typical non-residential build-
ings utilize a suspended ceiling on each 
floor to provide a convenient space to 
run mechanical and electrical systems. In 
contrast, the School of Nursing Building 
uses a raised floor system above each 
structural floor—cabling, electrical, and 
air conditioning run underneath the 
floor. Because all of the building services 
except lighting are beneath the floors, a 
suspended ceiling isn't necessary in some 

areas, and the concrete structure remains 
exposed. These occasional glimpses of 
the concrete structure give the building 
a strung material presence, avoiding the 
neutral, immaterial interiors of typical 
office buildings. In some places, howev-
er, poor execution gives the building an 
oddly unfinished feel—exposed insula-
tion and miscellaneous wiring is visible, 
but not to any designed effect. Rather 
than an aesthetic choice, this seems to he 
a misstep. 

The Ecological Question 

The School of Nursing Building attempts 
an interesting experiment—how well can 
a demanding institutional program on a 
small urban site aspire to be a model of 
ecological design? 

The idea of building for future flex-
ibility is an interesting case in point. 
One of the risks of designing a building 
that can adapt to many possible futures 
is that it may mean the building is not 
perfectly attuned to its current users. 
Despite the constantly changing needs ol 

most institutions and businesses, content 
porary architectural design almost always 
begins with an analysis of program lead-
ing to a specific building. 

Virtually all steel or concrere frame 
buildings are inherently flexible and 
adaptable because interior partitions are 
not load bearing. I lowever, with the use 
of modular demountable partitions rather 
than steel stud walls encased in gypsum 
board, the School of Nursing Building 
anticipates future adaptability without the 
mountains of accompanying waste that 
result from typical office renovations, 

'This focus on how the building will 
perform from an ecological standpoint 
over the long term is an important intel-
lectual idea. No longer can buildings 
be thought ol with respect only to their 
physical form without considering the 
attendant use of long-term resources. 
The question isn't what an ecological 
building should look like, but what it 
should look toward. • 
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The University ol Texas School of Nursing and 
Student Community Center was designed to con-
form to a standard known as LEED (Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design). This 
system of credits was developed by the United 
States Green Building Council as a way of rating 
sustainable aspects oi buildings in a standard-
ized way. addressing concerns in the 1990s that 
the term "green building" had effectively lost 
any useful meaning due til lack nt linnJri.nrvt 

The LEED NC (new construction) system 
attempts to evaluate a building's design and 
performance in a way that includes site and 
urban issues as well as environmental and tech-
nological means that reduce a building's ecologi-
cal footprint. In addition, the LEED system takes 
into account how the health and sustamabihty of 
the building's occupants is encouraged. 

The School of Nursing Building is attempt-
ing to achieve a "gold" rating in the LEED NC 
system. At the scale of the city, the building 

gams credits for providing bike racks and 
shower facilities for building users as well as 
being located near public transportation. Inside 
the building, LEED credits are earned through 
aspects such as rainwater harvesting {tor non-
potable water uses), materials with recycled con-
tent, waterless urinals, and lighting controls. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the 
LEED certification process is the "commissioning" 
of the building, which entails verification that 
ensures the building's systems (such as air con-
ditioning) are working as efficiently as predicted. 
This requirement has the effect of encouraging 
long-term sustainable practices in the operation 
of buildings. Over the life of a building, the main-
tenance and energy costs can far outstrip the 
initial construction costs. — Mark Oberholzer 

Sue plan ol 1)1 School of Nuising Building 
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The Power of the County 

Who has the most influence when it comes to shaping the Houston region? It's not necessarily the city at its center. 

UNBEKNOWNST TO MANY of its residents. 

Mains I ounry is "a more significant 
agent ot physical change than the city of 
Houston is," says Guy Hagstette, special 
advisor to the mayor for downtown urban 
development. Those who live in the cen-
tral city may not see it, Hagstette adds, 
"But you go outside the city and there ... 
the county has a very strong influence." 

Road construction lies at the core ol 
Harris County government. O l its total 
expenditures of $1.7.1 billion in IISL.II 
year 20(14, about 40 percent less than the 
uty ot I lonstoifs Sl.'H, bill ion, I l.irris 
County spent some 30 percent, or a half 
billion dollars, on road construction and 
maintenance. ( >nlj the administration ol 
justice took up a larger chunk of county 
expenditures. 

Included in that half billion was $213 
million spent by the Harris County Toll 
Ko.nl \u i l iont \ i l i , ci mill> 's tavored 
vehicle for new road construction, because 
it can generate revenue. Last year the Toll 
Road Authority opened the $391 mill ion 
Westpark Tollway. Now it is moving on 
ambitious plans to build 4(1 more miles 
of the Grand Parkway, complete the last 
segment ot the Sam f louston Tollway, 
extend the I lardy Toll Road to down-
town, and add "managed" lanes'' along 
State Highway 290. It can accomplish all 
this without either citizen input or alter-
natives analysis (which federal regulations 
describe as the "heart" of environmental 
impact assessment). 

The Toll Road Authority's relatively 
small budget belies its outsized impact on 
county road construction. The Authority 
was iiistriiinem.il, tor instance, in launch 

ing the $2.2 billion Katy Freeway expan-
sion project. One of the largest in state 
history, the project wi l l transform 23 
miles of I-10 into a l4- to- l8 lane mega-
highway, including a 12-mile stretch with 
four toll lanes designed, built, and oper-
ated by the county. The county's offer to 
contribute as much as $500 million |iimp-
starred the project by reducing expected 
completion time from 12 years to six. 

The county does more than simply 
construct roads. It also maintains 21,630 
acres of parkland, about half the total 
that exists within county borders.' The 
Harris County Hood Control District 
uses a dedicated portion of property 
taxes to administer the Houston area's 
biggest regional tlood prevention pro-
gram. Last year, the District released 
preliminary copies ot its 100-year flood 
maps,J the first county-wide revision of 
such maps since the early 1980s. These 
maps directly affect development because 
they can result in building restrictions 
and affect both flood insurance rates and 
property values. 

The comity has also played a role 
in revitalizing downtown and the Main 
Street Corridor. It has earmarked $388 
mill ion to build or renovate many of the 
county courthouse and jail facilities in an 
area spreading out over a do/en down-
town blocks. And it has pumped more 
than $230 million into developing Reliant 
Park. As County Judge Robert Eckels 
says, redevelopment "wouldn't have 
happened without the county's partici 
pation." Citing the success of the Main 
Street light rail line, he notes the impor-
tance ot the county's "work on develop-

ing the north end ... |andj likewise, the 
south end ot the Main Street line.... We're 
the anchor on both ends of the system." 

A Lack of Attention 

Ask the average I ioustonian what I larns 
County does, however, and you'll prob-
ably get a blank stare. "We don't get 
the type of attention that a city does," 
laments Judge L.ckels. "It's actually 
very frustrating." One reason, he says, 
is the structure of county government. 
"People tend to understand the mayor |of 
Houston| and they understand the |city| 
council ... |but| the mayor of the county 
is called a judge, so nobody understands 
what it is that I do." 

Texas' 254 counties operate under 
an antiquated structure set up by the 
State Constitution of 1876, Reacting to 
perceived excesses of Reconstruction, the 
document's trainers sought to weaken 
central authority by dispersing it among 
multiple elected officials. That is why 
there are elections for county judge and 
local commissioners, as well as tor county 
attorney, tax assessor-collector, and coun-
ty auditor—not to mention judges and 
constables. 

Ironically, this structure had the 
unintended effect of concentrating power 
among the county commissioners, par-
ticularly in urban counties such as I larns, 
Texas' largest and the third I.truest in the 
U.S. Since the State Constitution fixes the 
number of commissioners per county at 
four, commissioners in rapidly growing 
counties have become increasingly power-
ful. Each ot Harris County's four com-

missioners represents a district ol nearly 
900,000 people. Precinct 4, the largest at 
555 square miles, is larger in area than 
New York City and Chicago combined. 

Moreover, each commissioner has 
control of the budget for his or her pre-
cinct. In the 2004 budget, Harris County 
commissioners were allocated a combined 
$272 mill ion. By year's end, however, they 
had left $160 million—almost 60 percent 
ot it—unspent. Observers suggest that 
these funds, often rolled over from year to 
year, provide a convenient source of dis-
cretionary spending. 

I lie county judge occupies a much 
weaker position. Though he is the public 
face of the county and the only member 
of Commissioners Court to be elected 
countywide, he is neither a judge^ nor 
a true chief executive. With a budget of 
only about $4 mill ion, he commands 
no ready source of patronage, and 
Ins <iiiK real power is his OIK- vore on 
Commissioners Court. 

In contrast to the judge, the mayor 
ot ! louston is the most powerful politi-
cian in the city, with broad appointment 
powers and control over the budget. "In 
the city, so much depends upon the per-
sonality and power of the mayor," says 
Richard Murray, head of the University of 
Houston I.enter lor Public Policy. " ion 
get a mayor that's very efficient and effec-
tive, and he or she's got the tools to really 
make city government work. You get 
mayors with less power, ability, or inter-
est, and things can deteriorate quickly." 

Since 1991, city officials have been 
limited to six years of service, which 
has resulted in dramatic shifts in policy 
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with each new mayor. But continuity has 
reigned at the county, where officials have 
heen able to serve extraordinarily long 
terms. E.A. "Squatty" Lyons, for instance, 
served 48 years as a county commissioner 
before retiring in 1990. The average ten-
ure mi today's Court is 12.4 years. "One 
person coming in isn't going to change 
[county government]," observes Judge 
Eckels. " I t takes working together to 
build a consensus to get something done." 

Former City Councilman Vince Ryan 
says such longevity li.is led to ,in insular 
political culture in which decision-mak-
ing rakes place beyond public view. "A t 
Commissioners Court, all it takes is 
walking down the hallway for two meet-
ings until you've got three votes, and the 
fourth is usually pretty easy to get," Ryan 
notes. "And then nobody says anything, 
because they have nt> need to debate pub-
licly." Such was the case with the building 
HI Reliant < enter. 

Pleasing the Rodeo 

By the mid 1990s, the Astrohall. the prin-
cipal exhibition facility in what was then 
Astrodomain and is now Reliant Park, 
was showing its age. Built in 1966 by 
the Houston Livestock Show &; Rodeo 
on land owned by Harris County, "the 
Astrohall was definitely beginning to get 
into bad shape," recalls J croi Shafer, tin 
Rodeo's duel presentation and operations 
officer. "The roofs leaked.... Plumbing 
was bad. A/C was bad." The Astroball's 
other big user, the t Iffshore Technologs 
Conference, reportedly threatened to move 
elsewhere if no improvements were made. 

At the same time, the Astros were 
threatening to leave Houston unless they 
got a new ballpark. Paced with the pros-
pect of losing another sports team—the 
NFL Oilers had split for Tennessee a few 
years earlier—city and county officials in 
|99tS decided to go to the voters with a 
referendum asking for approval to build 
two new stadiums, one downtown for 
baseball and one next to the Astrodome 
for football. The vote was expected to be 
close, and support from the Rodeo, with 
its thousands of influential community 
volunteers, was considered critical. 

Says the Rodeo's Shafer, "We were 
told by a research firm ... this was going 
to be a 50/50 issue. If the Rodeo sup-
ported it, it would probably pass by a per-
centage point or two.... If the Rodeo was 
against it, it had no chance of passing." 
So in exchange for supporting the referen-
dum, the Rodeo extracted a promise from 
the county, in a letter signed by Judge 
F.ckcls and l oinmissioner 1:1 Franco Lee, 
that the county would at its own expense 
build a new exhibition facility to replace 
the Astrohall. 

That new facility was Reliant Center, 
m i l the det ision t.> build n had its origin 
in a backroom deal. Unlike with the base-
ball and football stadiums, there was no 
voter referendum. Partly, this reflected the 
tact that Reliant Center was presented as 
a low profile capital improvement project. 
Bui it also reflected a general consensus 
among decision makers that supporting 
the Rodeo, a longstanding pillar of the 
community, was the right thing to do. 

"You didn't see a lot of the infight-
ing that you see in some public projects," 

says Shea Guinn, president of Reliant 
Park-SMG, the firm that now operates 
Reliant Park, and the former head of the 
county-controlled entity that manages 
Reliant Center. "The county got this proj-
ect done because the Astrohall needed to 
be replaced. That was the [prmcipal| moti-
vating factor." 

Special Service Organizations 

The county's power is limited by its lack of 
home rule, or the ability to write laws. To 
get around its limited statutory authority, 
Flarris County has resorted to setting up 
speo.il purpose governmental and quasi 
governmental organizations. That explains 
the proliferation of local government 
units such as the Flood Control District, 
the i lospital District, and the Toll Road 
Authority, all of which are under the coun-
ty's budgetary control 

In the case of Reliant Center, Harris 
County established the Flarris County 
Sports and Convention Corporation 
to develop and maintain its facilities in 
Reliant Park. Though stare law already 
allowed Harris County to improve conven-
tion center facilities, the county established 
the corporation to avoid the impracticably 
of considering every purchase individu-
ally at Commissioners Court. "Whi le it is 
cumbersome at limes in that there are met 
~tll) or so different political subdivisions 
[in Harris County), it also can he more 
efficient than in a single large entity [that] 
gets bogged down in its own bureaucracy 
and politics," explains Judge Fckels. 

The Sports Corporation worked quick-
ly. Construction of Reliant Center began in 

June of 2000 and was completed less than 
two years later. This was an impressive 
achievement, since the Sports Corporation 
was simultaneously overseeing contracts 
for Reliant Stadium, which needed to be 
finished for the August 2002 start of the 
football season. During the middle of all 
this. Tropical Storm Allison struck, and 
9/11 followed. 

Though nominally a private corpo-
ration, the Sports Corporation leases 
Reliant Park from the county for $1 per 
year. Commissioners Conn appoints a 
majority of its board and approves its 
budget. If it incurs a deficit, the county 
makes up the shortfall. Bur it also benefits 
from semi-private status. In early 2000, 
it obtained the state attorney general's 
permission to bypass county procurement 
practices, such as those requiring competi-
tive bidding, in order to maintain maxi-
mum operating flexibility.1' 

I In- Sports ( orporation also carries 
considerable influence for an organiza-
tion that employs only seven people. It 
has managed more than $57.1 million in 
construction contracts tor the building of 
Reliant Center and Reliant Stadium, and 
wil l one da\ decide, with approval from 
Commissioners Court, how to dispose of 
the Astrodome, Houston's best-known 
architectural symbol (see "Making a 
Dome Deal," page 31), 

Though the corporation sees itsell 
as the landlord for Reliant Park, a pub-
licly-owned property, it has made little 
attempt to explain its mission or function 
to the public. It has no website, although 
it promises one soon, and is not listed in 
the phone book. A call to the county's 
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Hod it not been lor Horns County agreeing to (over Hie tost ol leptotmg Itie Astrohall with (aliont Cental, | f t possible the teleioodum tbol mode Relionl Stadium—lelt, beside Astrodome—and Mmolo Maui Port possible woold nevei have passed. 

main switchboard in search of the cor-
poration often results in the caller being 
connected to the Harris County/Houston 
Sports Authority,' an entirely separate 
and unrelated entity. 

'T. i i t ot the reason we have a low 
profile is we don't deal directly with the 
public," says Executive Director Willie 
Loston, "It's not that we're not trying to, 
but wc have very little interaction with 
the public. When folks have problems on 
the complex, amazingly, they figure out 
how to find us." 

The Question of Citizen Participation 

Addressing claims that it limits citizen 
participation, the county responds that 
public input is intended to go through 
Commissioners Court. However, cit i-
zens who have tried to use that avenue 
complain of being ignored. Robin 
I lolzer, who has appeared before both 
Commissioners Court and the I louston 
City Council on transportation issues, 
sees the city of Houston working hard 
to be accessible, but at Commissioners 
Court, " I t almost seems like most people 
don't get listened to." 

By taking the public out ol public 
policy, the county avoided grappling 
with the question ol what, beyond just 
sat isfying ex is t ing users, the wider publ ic 
purpose was m building Reliant Center. 
Most convention center projects promise 
increased jobs, tourism, and economic 
development, but these were seldom used 
to justify building Reliant Center,* In the 
1999 master plan for Reliant Center, the 
Spurts Corporation forecast attracting 
just two new conventions a year, which 
would bring in a total of $760,000 annu-
ally in new revenues and hotel occupancy 
las, receipts. That's nol ver) much when 
one considers the $20 mill ion the county 
has to pay every year on the loans that 
financed the Center. 

Houston has a long history of using 
public money to advance private objec-
tives, with varying results. In the case of 
Reliant Center, one can argue that even if 
it does not perform well as an exhibition 
facility, it does serve the public's interest 
In preserving a home for the Rodeo, After 
all, the Rodeo estimates that in 2003 it 
brought $344 million of economic impact 
to Houston—enough to have paid off 
Reliant Center in one year. 

With Reliant Center and the 
expanded Ceorge R. Brown Convention 
Center, Houston holds the distinction of 
being one ol only two cities among the 
nation's 20 largest to have more than 
one convention facility. The other city 
mi ihat short list is Las Vegas. Yet next 
to the number of convention visitors Las 
Vegas draws, Houston's numbers pale. 
And Houston's reputation as a conven-
tion site barely ranks it in the third tier 
of cities among meeting planners. 

Hospitality industry experts say it is 
not the presence or lack of convention 
facilities or hotels that makes a location 
desirable as a convention or trade show 
site, but the nature ol the city itself. 
That's why Orlando, Las Vegas, New 
Orleans, and San Francisco are peren-
nial favorites for group meetings. "The 
problem that Houston has right now 
is that it's not perceived as an environ-
ment where there are a lot of fun things 
to do," says Hagstette of the mayor's 
office. "We have a beautiful convention 
center now, we finally have a conven-
tion hotel, but convention clients are 
saying now wc need to work on our 
amenity package." 

It may be time to consider the cre-
ation of the 1 tarris County Amenity 
Corporation. • 

1. Harris County and Houston use different fiscal 
v-ears, v< t l i i \ data is mi l directly comparable. The 
counts s w.ir i i u k February -IN, the dry's June t l). 

2. "Managed" lanes employ variable pricing; to raise 
lolls during times ot peak congestion and lower 
them in off-peak hours to maintain a steady traf-
fic I low. 

3. The rest is maintained by the statu, the city of 
Houston, or other municipalities. 

4. A terra leading to much confusion, tin- 100 vi-.ir 
l loodpl.im refers to land that has .1 I percent 
chance of being flooded in .1 given year. 

5. There are tome counties in which the county pudge 
has nidicial responsibilities. 

'- f i l e Corporation says it used 1 puhln procure-
ment process tor Reliant (enter, hut sought such 
permission to comply with East-crack conttractiofl 
o l Hi I 11.1 Stadium. 

7. The Spins Authority is the p.mil city-county special 
venue district that financed and built Minnie Maid 
I'.uk and toyota Arena, 

X. At the opening of Keliant (.enter, judge Eckels did 
claim that the new exluhit ion hall could host t i l l) 
10 -tun events a seat and pursue I si, ot the nation's 
211(1 largest trade shows. 
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Making A Dome Deal 
Harris County's problem of what to do with its 
mothballed Astrodome continues to simmer 
after six years without a permanent sports team 
tenant and two years after the Houston Rodeo 
decamped for Reliant Stadium, the higher-tech 
neighbor that looms up next door. A (ailed pitch 
to secure the 2012 Olympics games—a bid 
bolstered by the number of stadiums, three o( 
Ihem indoors and air conditioned, already in 
place in Houston—probably gave the Dome its 
penultimate chance for survival. 

What to do with the Dome was the subject 
of a lively 2001 Rice Design Alliance charrette, 
a spirited AIA "Call to Voice" website (www. 
aiahoutx.org/dm_call voice.cfm), and more than 
a few speculative articles and commentaries in 
the local press. The Dome can still inspire the 
imagination. Suggestions for its reincarnation 
include turning it into a housing development, 
a shopping mall, an entertainment center, a 
nature center, a historic museum, a science 
museum and planetarium, a theme park, an 
extreme sports venue, and, ignominiously. a 
multi-deck covered parking garage. But no pro-
posal has had much staying power, and skeptics 
worry that the real plan might be to keep mak-
ing (and shooting down) proposals until the 
public gets tired of hearing them, then quietly 
demolishing what was once the pride of the city. 

The county delegated authority over Reliant 
Park to the Sports and Convention Corporation, 
a private entity, thus entrusting decisions about 
the public domain to an organization that has 
little public accountability. This didn't matter 
much in building Reliant Center, as the decisions 
were relatively non-controversial, but it will likely 
have more impact when the Sports Corporation 
decides how to deal with the Astrodome. 

The Sports Corporation went fishing for 
ideas lor the Dome by issuing a request lor 
proposals, but with disappointing results: only 
seven applications came in, some say because 
of the short, six-week period from the announce-
ment to the deadline for receiving proposals. In 
addition to having a compelling idea, bidders 
were required to have a record of successfully 
handling multi-million dollar projects and a 
business plan and financial backing to insure 
Ihe viability of their proposal. Two proposals met 
those criteria and were given closer scrutiny. 
One was from the Texas Medical Center for a 
research and development center for human 
performance; the other, the winning proposal. 
came from an entity called the Astrodome 
Redevelopment Corporation, an eclectic col-
lection of entertainment entrepreneurs and 
designers led by Bryan-based Trajen Aerospace. 
Their proposal envisioned a space theme park, a 

standard formula for selling an idea to Houston's 
public by wrapping it in promises of high tech 
space age wonders. {The high tech scoreboard 
promised to Astrodome fans when adding more 
seating resulted in the removal ot the much loved 
original—a "wonder" that turned out to be as 
tame as the ubiquitous Diamondvision—and 
proposals by a consortium that included George 
Lucas to recreate the Albert Thomas as a space 
age, high tech entertainment center are cases 
in point.) Those promises always seem to end 
up being neutralized by reality. What the city 
actually gets is usually cheap, dumbed-down. 
and delivered as the best deal that can be made 
under the circumstances. 

There were other proposals, home-grown 
ones, submitted to the Sports Corporation, among 
them a mulliuse entertainment complex sug-
gested by a music major from Lee College, and 
an intriguing idea to create an enclosed site for 
public events such as Ihe Houston Festival, a 
proposal that had the advantage of requiring 
little or no work on the Dome, but had little pros-
pect of generating much revenue either. Big play-
ers such as Disney. Cordish Company, Six Flags, 
and tyro local entertainment promoter Tillman 
Fertita passed on the opportunity to make a bid, 

Details of the winning scheme remain 
sketchy. What is certain is (hat the proposal has 

a lot ot wiggle room to it. What began as an 
entertainment complex has metamorphosed into 
a 1,000 room hotel, with perhaps a space-themed 
park or some other attraction in the center. 

It's difficult to do anything with an old 
sports stadium other than turn it into another 
sports stadium, so the Astrodome is not a devel-
oper's dream project. Almost any revenue earning 
conversion could be had lor less money and less 
effort in brand new, purpose-built form. Parking 
problems are a thorny issue, as is an abject 
context that is not a very felicitous setting for a 
luxury hotel. Hotels surrounding the Astrodome 
have had a dismal performance record: only two 
years ago, three hotels on Reliant Park's periph-
ery, among them the Hotel Astrodome, which 
housed Judge Roy Hofheinz's legendary Celestial 
Suite, were foreclosed. 

The Sports Corporation's main interests are 
pragmatic, befitting the "bidness" fixations of 
Houston politics. The primary goal comes down 
to engineering a conversion of the Astrodome 
into "a more productively used asset" while 
using as much private funding as possible. And 
doing this without much regard for the public's 
concerns other than the desire to avoid any tax 
increase. As policy questions are pushed away 
from politicians, the public's concerns and 
involvement gel muted. 

Rather than seeking ideas for the develop-
ment of the Dome and then finding the financial 
means to support the best one. Ihe Sports 
Corporation sought lo award a firm that had 
a good idea and had already assembled the 
financing to realize it. (Astrodome Redevelopment 
Corporation is backed by, and even located 
in the offices of, the Gulfstar Group, a unit of 
lormer gubernatorial candidate Tony Sanchez's 
International Bank ot Commerce). 

In the end, saving the Dome comes down 
to a matter of public desire more than need. It's 
really a question of what is fundamentally worth 
saving about the Dome. Just as Roland Barthes 
was able to reduce the Eiffel tower to a single 
abstraction, the Astrodome, arguably an inel-
egant object of comparison, can be summed up 
in terms of the ineluctable, irreducible, platonic 
space inside of it. The challenge is to conserve 
rather than erase the Dome's phenomenal prop-
erties. The few renderings and descriptions of 
Ihe proposed hotel-theme park scheme are not 
encouraging in this regard. To restore some of the 
former magic lo Ihe place one might find a vision 
in Barthes' paean to the qualities of the Pans 
landmark, about which he wrote: "One can dream 
there, eat there, observe there, understand there, 
marvel there, shop there, as on an ocean liner 
(another mythic object that sets children dream-
ing) one can feel oneself cut off from the world 
and yet the owner of the world." 

To get a developer, a businessman, or a 
group of county politicians hell bent on trying 
lo turn a moribund architectural artifact into a 
profit center to appreciate this is difficult indeed. 
Until then, it might be a better alternative lor the 
city to pay the estimated $500,000 a year to keep 
Houston's biggest room available for occasional 
uses and better ideas. • 
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F r e i g h t T r a i n s : Disappearing Soon from a Neighborhood Near You? 
B Y C H R I S T O F S P I E L E R 

Top: Ihese three mops show where Houston is in minis ol its 
lieiglil mil Irrftu. unci where n might go. the mop lop lell is 
ol Houston's existing miliood system, which is cenleied cm 
downtown. Downtown is where lire roil yards we. and where 
trods lead lo Ship Channel industries. As o result, height trims 
converge on inner-city neighborhoods. 

Ihe mop lop center shows Horns County's Regional Freight 
Rail Impiuvciiiciit Plan. II proposes a series ol new grade-sepa-
laled mil corridors Iheavy lines) dial would remove many ol all 
height trams Irorn some existing mil lints Ilighi Sines). 

Ihe mop top light shows a plan oHeied by the lailioad 
companies. In this pioposal enisling rail lines I heavy lines) and 
toll yaids would bo upgraded, and oveipasses and uaderpasses 
would he odded lo areo loads lo reduce tram congestion and 
impact an Houston neighborhoods. 

TRANSPORTATION PLANNERS have long 
believed in making no little plans. Even 
by those- standards, the idea of rerouting 
all the freight trains that come into and 
i;n " in nr i hniston onto new i oi ridors is 
big. Hut so are the implications: no more 
tying up traffic at railroad crossings in the 
Heights or River Oaks or Sugar l a n d ; no 
slow-moving freight trains splitting neigh-
borhoods in the Hast Laid; more capacity 
lor the Port ol Houston; .1 ml miles ol rail 
corridors vacated lor reuse as bike paths, 
toll roads, or routes for passenger rail. 

The most ama/.ing thing is, it just 
might happen. 

I Eonston has been dealing with the 
effects of freight trains for a long time. 
The line that today causes traffic jams 
on Westheimer and Richmond near 610 
was built in 1914 to get trains away from 
Montrose neighborhoods. A 195.? study 
commissioned by the City of Houston rec-
ommended moving Union Station in order 
to reroute trains that might block the 
flow of traffic to the emerging downtown 
freeways. But changing the layout ol the 
rail lines didn't happen. Houston's freight 
railroad system has remained statu, while 
the city exploded around it. Almost all the 
lines ill.il e.xisied in 195 ! in -.till in use, 
and no new lines have been added. 

The state of the rail network is a 
reflection of economic realities. Ever since 
the government began subsidizing trans-
port by truck, the railroad business has 
been defined by the need to cut costs to 
meet the competition. I ven svitli deregula-
tion, growing rail traffic, and mega-merg-
ers, the freight railroads have slim profit 
margins. They simply do not have the 

money to build new rail routes or dra-
matically upgrade existing ones. 

If the rail system is to he transformed, 
one of two things must happen: the rail-
roads must go out of business, or the 
government must get involved. And alter 
waiting SO years for the former, state and 
local governments are now considering 
the latter. 

in 1 loustnii, tin- impetus tor a new 
look at freight rail comes from several 
unrelated developments. The ISlSlti merger 
of the Union Pacific and Southern Pacific-
railroads went badly, causing severe rail 
congestion in Houston and alarming peo-
ple in the petrochemical industries and at 
the port. A 2001 proposal to build a new 
rail line near Clear Lake gave residents of 
Houston's cast side a chance to remind 
politicians of the effects of railroads on 
their communities. The 2003 METRO 
Solutions planning process led the counts 
to study commuter rail, and those studies 
concluded that heavy freight traffic left no 
room for new passenger trains. And the 
Harris County Toll Road Authority, look-
ing for the space to add more traffic lanes, 
eyed the rail corridors that radiate out of 
downtown Houston. 

None of this would have resulted in 
anything, however, were it not for a dra-
matic shift in thinking on the state and 
national level. Unlike every other means 
of freight transport in the U.S., rail freight 
li.is remained completeb in the hands o) 
the private sector. Governments may build 
roads, airports, ports, and waterways, but 
it is the railroad companies that build, 
maintain, and operate the nation's train 
tracks. Having experienced intense gov-

ernment regulation from the Progressive 
Era into the 19H()s, t n c railroads prefer n 
that way. And while state highway depart-
ments were rechristened "transportation" 
departments in the 1970s, their focus— 
and their funding—has remained centered 
on pavement, not tracks. 

Hut in recent years, governments across 
the country have begun to realize that 
freight trains are an important part of the 
transportation picture. In Massachusetts, 
the state government spent money upgrad-
ing a cross-state freight line to make the 
port of Boston more competitive with the 
port of New York. In Lafayette, Indiana, 
the tracks of two railroads were relocated 
to get freight trains away from downtown 
streets. The nation's best known public 
rail infrastructure project, the Alameda 
Corridor in Los Angeles, is intended to 
let the busiest port on the West Coast 
handle an anticipated surge in container 
traffic. Mosi ambitiously, the City ol 
Chicago brought together six national 
and two local freight railroads, the local 
commuter tram authority, Amtrak, the 
lederal Surface transportation board, ami 
the Illinois Department ol Transportation 
to hammer out a $1.5 billion plan to 
increase- height rail capacity, improve 
commuter rail service, separate trains and 
roads, and remove an obtrusive elevated 
rail line near the Loop. 

freight rail relocation first made 
it onto the Texas Department of 
Transportation's radar in the Georgetown-
Austin-San Antonio corridor, where heavy 
freight rail traffic cuts through a series 
of downtowns and complicates plans 
to start commuter rail service. TxDOT 
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is now asking the state legislature for 
$11)0 million annually to help relocate 
freight rail routes in urban centers. That 
money won't go tar; it's estimated that the 
(icorgctown-Austin-San Antonio project 
will cost $700 mill ion just to maintain 
the current level of rail capacity. Still, 
TxDOT's tumling request is a sign that 
rail lias made it onto the state's agenda. 
TxDOT is .iIM i preparing to launch a 
statewide freight rail improvement study. 

In August 2004, I larns County com-
pleted a grade crossing study aimed ai 
separating rail tracks from the roads they 
cross. Ili.it study led the county to con-
clude thai trying to rebuild all the existing 
rail lines to eliminate road crossings might 
not be the most desirable option. As a 
result, the county followed up with thi-
the Regional Freight Rail Improvement 
Plan—a study funded jointly by Harris 
County, Union Pacific and BSNF (the 
two primary railroad companies in 
Houston!, Fort Bend County, the Port of 
Houston, and the L itv ot Houston. That 
study looked at concentrating rail traffic 
in lewer, higher capacity rail corridors, 
besides the funding partners, the study 
involves TxDOT, the I louston-Galveston 
Area Council, and METRO. Perhaps most 
critically, it also has backing from the 
business community in the form of the 
(mil (..oast Mobil i ty Partners, a Greater 
Houston Partnership committee. 

Houston still has a huge amount of 
freight rail traffic in the city, due in large 
part to the petrochemical plants along the 
Ship Channel, and it moves in many cor-
ridors radiating in every direction. The 
seven proposed projects included in the 
Regional Freight Rail Improvement Plan 
reflect that. These projects vary grcaik 
in scope, impact, .\\\<\ cost. The least 
expensive, priced -ii ' s i t " mi 11 inn. would 
improve existing freight lines in the East 
P.nd, adding tracks and building new ovcr-
passes and underpasses to separate auto 
traffic from rail traffic. I Ins would benefit 
Union Pacific and BNSF as well as the 
neighborhoods by keeping trains moving 
without blocking streets. Another scheme 
would relocate the facilities at which truck 
trailers and containers are loaded onto 
trains from current constrained sites, one 
near 610 northeast ol downtown and 
another near Hobby Airport, to open land 
near Crosby, il> miles from Houston. This 
would remove both trains and trucks from 
inner-city neighborhoods. 

The niiisi ambitious protects would 
create new rail corridors that would 
completely bypass Houston. One cor-
ridor would follow the alignment ol the 
proposed Grand Parkway through l-'ort 
Bend County, removing 50 trains a day 
from Sugar land , Missouri City, and 
Sienna Plantation. Another would follow 
an existing rail line through Montgomery 
County, letting trains from the north and 
northwest bypass the city and suburbs 

such as Tomball and Spring. A third corri-
dor would tunnel under the Ship Channel, 
connecting industries in Pasadena and 
Bay port directly to rail lines to the east 
and northeast. These corridors would be 
major undertakings, involving the con-
struction of more than 150 miles of new 
double-track rail lines, some on entirely 
new alignments, at a cost ol S3 billion. 

While they are related, each of the 
seven projects in the Regional Freight 
Rail Improvement Plan could be under-
taken independently; some are in fact 
redundant. I lie plan contains no com 
prehcnsivc analysis of how the different 
projects would tit together and how the 
revised freight rail system would function. 
Presumably, some existing rail lines could 
be abandoned. I lowever, many of the 
lines serve industries located along their 
rights of way, and these industries would 
still require local trains to serve them, 
albeit a much reduced number. 

The projects would be welcomed by 
many neighborhoods. But it's important 
to remember that neither the county nor 
the state is the final decision-maker here; 
the railroads are. The rail lines are. alter 
all, private property, and the railroads are 
protected from local government control 
by the interstate commerce clause tit the 
U.S. Constitution. If the railroads cannot 
be persuaded to go along with a reloca-
tion scheme, it wil l not happen. 

For the railroads, two things matter; 
funding and impact on their operations. 
1 hat's where some ol the proposed proj-
ects could run into problems. Main ot the 
trains headed into or out of 1 louston serve 
the port area; even trains passing through 
I louston ofren srop at the city's rail yards 
to pick up or drop off train cars. The 
Regional Freight Rail Improvement Plan 
admits that the Union Pacific is unwill 
inn to relocate its major yards farther 
OUt, where they would be less convenient 
to the port. This means it's unlikely that 
trams will be able to bypass the city 
entirely. Even if the government picked 
up the cost ut relocating the rail \ards, 
the railroads could pay a penalty in time 
and nmne\ by shitting their operations. 
For example, the proposed rail bypass 
ill.n would go through Fort Bend County 
might help Sugar Land and Missouri City, 
but it would also add 21 miles to the trips 
of most ol the trams using it. 

Union Pacific and BNSF themselves 
have come up with a more measured 
approach to change, one summed up 
in a proposal that would concentrate 
on improving existing freight lines and 
freight yards in the inner city. Under 
the railroads" plan, trams would move 
through the same neighborhoods they 
do now on many of the same routes, 
but additional tracks would be added 
to allow for more rail traffic and help 
prevent trains from having to stop in 
central I louston due to congestion. The 

railroads' proposal also includes grade 
separations—overpasses and underpass-
es—and quiet /ones to reduce the impact 
of rail traffic on the city's residents. Four 
existing rail yards and ?fi miles of track 
could be abandoned and made available 
for new uses. The railroads' plan does not 
otter the radical relief that the Regional 
Freight Rail Improvement Plan does, but 
it would bring significant benefits at a 
much lower price tag, and would have the 
support ol the railroad companies. 

Father plan, though, faces considerable 
hurdles. Financing may be the biggest, l.os 
Angeles' Altneda Corridor was paid for 
in large part by tolls collected from (he 
railroads usiiij; it. That succeeded because 
the Ameda Corridor reduces travel times, 
saving the railroads money, and allows for 
the running of more trams. 

Depending on the railroads to cover 
the cost ol an updated system is Irss 
likely to work in Houston. Instead, local 
leaders are working with Congressman 
Tom Delay to secure federal funding. In 
any case, major transportation protects 
always benefit some areas while harm-
ing others, so any rail relocation project 
wil l undoubtedly face local opposition. 
A final hurdle could be the considerable-
cooperation between different levels of 
government, each with its own interests 
.\m\ motivations, that would be required 
to allow any plan to succeed. 

The key to any workable scheme may 
be the re-use of existing rail corridors, 
which represent very valuable real esiate, 
especially for transportation projects such 
as highways, rail transit, or bike paths. 
Who gets the land, and what use that land 
is put to, could be a contentious issue. 
Harris County, the City of I louston, and 
METRO might all waul lo stake a claim, 
and historically they have had difficulty 
working together due to lack of coordina-
tion and political rivalry. 

One obvious use ol rail corridors is 
commuter rail service. Public transit is 
generally MFTRO's responsibility, but the 
county became interested in commuter rail 
in June 2003, when County Commisioncr 
Steve Radack, a critic of MFTRO's light 
rail plans, presented diesel-powered subur-
ban commuter rail in the 2 W corridor as 
.m alternative. That evolved into a county-
funded study of commuter rail in three 
corridors, which was released in Decembei 
2003. The county seemed poised to begin 
a broader study, but in June 21 KM the 
commissioners voted to hold oi l . 

Thai 2dii J I lams County study indi-
cated ih.it tiif biggesi hurdle u< commutei 
rail was existing freight rati traffic. On 
most area rail lines, particularly those 
leading into downtown, there is too much 
freight tram traffic to allow for the addi-
tion of passenger trains. With freight 
trains relocated, commuter rail would be 
relatively easy to implement. Bui Imancia! 
and political challenges would remain 

Opening a commuter rail line on existing 
tracks costs upwards of % \ million a mile 
for (rack improvements, stations, and 
trains. Then there are the operating costs 
to consider. No commuter train system in 
the United States operates without some 
form of public subsidy. 1 os Angeles' com-
muter rail system costs $1 I per passenger 
trip to operate, and fares cover slightly 
less than hall " I that, 

METRO'S service area doesn't even 
cover all of Harris County, and extends 
only barely into Fori bend County. Any 
commuter lines outside that area would 
require an expansion of METRO and us 
sales tax, agreements with counties or 
cities to fund rail, or new transit agen-
cies. When METRO released a revised 
rail expansion plan in June, it included 
two commuter rail lines to be opened by 
2012; the US 290 line as far as Cypress 
,\\\d a line along US 90A from the south-
ern end of the Main Street light rail line 
as far as Missouri City. An extension to 
Sugar I and and Rosenberg would have 
to be funded by those cities or by Fort 
bend County. Currently, the US S>()A line 
carries heavy freight traffic, and Ireight 
rail improvements could make adding 
passengers rrains more feasible. 

But the county may have another 
plan in mind for some ot the rail cor-
ridors ihat might be used for com-
muter rail. At one time or another, the 
Harris County Foil Road Authority has 
expressed interest in toll roads in railroad 
right-of-ways paralleling US 290, SI I 
244, and I-10 inside f> 10. The Westpark 
Toll Road, the I-10 toll lanes, and the 
Hardy ' lol l Road dowiirown extension 
all use the right-of-ways of abandoned 
railroad lines. The lol l Road Authority 
lias money, and because it uses no lederal 
funding, it's free to build without public 
hearings or environmental impact studies. 

Confronted with the idea of a toll 
road or commuter rail, neighbrohoods 
may prefer a less intrusive alternative; 
bike paths. The city's bikeway plan 
already includes bike paths in three aban-
doned rail corridors, and County Judge 
Robert Eckels has also mentioned the 
prospect ol more bike paths. But bike 
paths do nor have the political constitu-
ency that highways or public transit do. 
The battle lines arc drawn: the approval 
of any plan that would free up rail corri-
dors would likely be followed by agencies 
and politicians fighting for their control. 

Some grand schemes, like the Interstate 
Highways, succeed and change the world. 
Others, like high-speed passenger rail, 
seem perennially stuck in the future. 
Oftentimes, a grand scheme devolves into 
a series of less revolutionary but more 
practical smaller projects. It's impossible 
to tell which course the 1 louston freight 
rail study will take. But one of the most 
important steps has already happened; 
freight rail is on the agenda. • 
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Hip Architecture? 
//(/).- The History 
by John l .e land. publ ished In I • u n . 200-4. 

m pp.. 126.95 

RcricwcJ by \tin»t tiettky 

In the world of architecture, it is not hip 
to be hip. Or cool, or anything else that 
smacks ut surfing on the trends and tastes 
nt ihe day, pandering to mass audiences, 
or otherwise doing something other than 
building the nick of ages in as intellectu-
ally rigorous ,i manner as possible. As an 
alternative, the architect can just do her 
or his job, making functional structures in 
.i cost-effective manner. Giving 'em what 
they want might he acceptable in certain 
circles, but in architecture that would only 
mean making conservative structures that 
are instantly recognizable. 

The dirty, dirty secret behind all of 
this is the rcahu thai, in tact, architecture 
n as subject to the whims and fancies of 
fashion as any other cultural endeavor, 
and that most of us would sorely like 
to be hip—and some ut us even are, .is 
architects become fashion models and 
culture stars. 

Now there is a bible tor those who 
secretly aspire to be hip. John I .eland's 
Hip: The iliilnry gives us the genesis ut 
the term, its evolution in American cul-
ture, and its meaning. In so doing, l.eland 
oil, is an alternative to tin ise attitudes in 
architecture that tend to make the disci-
pline elitist, isolated, and rigid. Though 
he does not address architecture .u all, 
preferring to focus on music and litera-
ture, l.eland does provide definitions and 
pathways that might be useful lor design 
disciplines. Along the way, they might 
actually help architecture turn from a lily 
white profession into something a little 
more open to the realities of our society's 
racial makeup. 

l-'or hip, as L.eland is careful to point 
out, is a black thing. The word itsell 
probably derives from the West African 
language Wolof, and means, according to 
l.eland, " to see or have your eyes wide 
open." In the U.S., it became the word 
for slave knowledge and language, which 
hid behind phrases rhe masters could not 
understand. From these origins in resis-
tance, hip evolved into something that 
also sheltered a set of values the reverse 
of those produced by the physical condi-

tions m which slaves found themselves. 
It proposed the open against the closed, 
the mutable against the fixed, and the 
multivalent against tin < lear and the eon 
cisc. these values found their expression 
in what l.eland calls "some constants: a 
dance between black and while; a love ol 
the outsider; a straddle of high and low 
culture; a grimy sense of nobility; lan-
guage that means more than it says." 

As African-Americans moved into 
large cities, hip became the way they 
defined themselves. It was also profoundly 
urban. In the faceless city, it became a 
way of establishing identity, but it also 
infected that scene to the point that "hip 
is what causes creatives to move to a city. 
and if you're hip, you'd be there already." 
I lip allied itself with (or was co-opted 
by) advertising, which preserved what to 
1 eland is one of hip's most profound attri-
butes, namely "that it allowed Americans 
to reinvent themselves." Hip came to be 
about setting a scene of your l iking and 
playing a role you invent. That scene is 
always shifting and lating .is the stor\ 
of your invented life, led in the cracks 
and seams of a more and more regulated 
economy and city, develops m cooperation 
with a changing cast of characters. 

Music, an elusive medium that can 
appear anywhere, became the carrier of 
hip. and from there it moved into fashion 
and products. Hip was about openness 
and change, and hence about the new. 
I his means, according to Leland, that hip 
was both the agent of transformation and 
a slave to consumer culture, as in America 
these became synonymous: "H ip was 
aligned with modernism, and advertising 
was modernism's mass medium." Hip was 
about abstraction, about slickness, about 
the aura of the new and the open. That 
meant it could be used to sell, but also 
that it stood for an essentially free culture. 
It is about an attitude and a possibility, 
not about a fixed thing: "H ip captures 
this moment of anticipation, a present 

tense that never becomes the done deal 
of the past. I lip is to crime what gangsta 
rap is to real gangbauging: the attitude 
ami the lingo are the same, but the music 
is all implied potential, the real thing all 
grisly result. 1 l ip is the frisson of the bul-
let MI blue note still in the an. dangerous 
but remote. Its alternative is the romance 
of work, and that's no romance at a l l . " Its 
hero is the trickster who "points toward 
what is actually happening; the muddi-
ness, the ambiguity, the noise. They are 
parr of the real, not something to be fil-
tered out." 

Iceland's definitions are not new. I le 
acknowledges the work of Robert herns 
Thompson, whose African Art in Motion 
(Berkeley, 1974) and Plash ,,/ the Spirit'. 
African •.mil Afro-American Art and 
Philosophy (New York, 19K.I) established 
the solid art-historical basis for this story, 
and Ishmael Reed, the fiction writer 
whose seminal Mumho jumbo (Garden 
City, NY, 1972) is its most vivid evoca-
tion. In a wider sense, Iceland's argument 
is one ot the class ot " f l ip and reverse i t " 
theories (to cite a fairly hip guru. Missy 
Elliott) that seek to make what is ugly 
beautiful, what is bad good, and what is 
old-fashioned hip. 

Whether that jusi makes u anothei 
trick is less important than whether we 
can learn something from it beyond our-
selves being open to interpretations and 
ways of looking at our world that are the 
reverse ot what we believe. In this case, 
l.eland has some helpful hints. As noted, 
he believes that hip captures the essence 
of the city as a place of open, change-
able scenes that inhabitants themselves 
can use to invent a world in which they 
want to live. The first question then 
might he: I ould urban planners encour-
age this? Leland also points out that the 
final expression ol hip is online: "Long 
after commodity fetishism divided society 
from the objects around it, the logic of the 
internet or DJ culture carries this dual-
ism to its natural conclusion: I he physical 
objects that hold samples or computer 
codes are practically irrelevant. I'lie mtor 
mation doesn't exist to give the objects 
meaning; if is whole in itself." A second 
question then might be: Is this an argu-
ment lor a virtual architecture? 

lo r both questions, the answer is 
probably no. The whole point of hip is 
that it is an act of resistance and reuse. 
Making it easy does not help. Similarly, 

I I is exactly the continual presence of the 
real in [.eland's definition that makes 
the power of the virtual, even if meaning 
comes from some sort of transcendence. 
Rests the question: Can architecture itself 
be hip? Can it be open and tricky? Can it 
be always poised, but never gangbauging? 

Robert Venturi, quoting Arthur 
1 leckser, said it almost hall a century ago: 
"I t is the nearness to chaos, but its avoid-
ance, that vitiates." Somehow, being right 
there on the verge of nothingness, at the 
edge of consumer culture, violence, trendi-
ness, and total disorder, makes lor strong 
architecture—but only if it holds some-
thing open, poised, and ineffable. That 
something might be space, the old standby-
spiritual self-justification lor architecture. 
Perhaps Louis Kahn was hip after all. 

That concentration on pure, empty 
space also makes architecture a luxury, 
as space is just about the most expensive 
commodity in our culture. That however, 
is hip too. As Leland points out: "Though 
it grabs its ideas from the bottom of the 
economic ladder, hip lives in luxury. Poor 
societies worry about growing enough 
corn; rich societies can worry about being 
corny. I lip shapes how we drive, whom 
we admire, whose warmth we yearn for in 
the night. Its scent transforms neighbor-
hoods from forbidding to unaffordahlc." 
Or, as Nelly put it more succinctly: "Forty 
acres and a mule, f * *k that s"">t, tortv 
acres ami a pool." 

Architecture turns nature into shaped 
space, chaos into a scene lor toilet. 
tive action, the city into a place of open 
Structures. Architecture can be a way ol 
sheltering space with structures that are 
not rigid, but reflect the reuse and rein-
vention of a culture (in every sense of that 
world) that already exists so that it gains 
new clarity and life. As long as it does not 
close down, try to hold onto rules that 
are no longer of use, or disappear into 
dreams of Utopia, architecture could be 
pretty hip. How is the architect to achieve 
hipnessr I eland leaves us with a \\ .is: 
"To be hip is to believe in the possibility 
of reinvention—to understand oneself as 
between states, neither one nor the other, 
without original sin, forever on the road. 
Or as they say in Wolof: to see, to open 
one's eyes." 

It might be a good idea lor .in.hi 
tects to start by opening their eyes to the 
possibility of the hip, and to those who 
invented the phrase. • 
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Still liom video Plug-In City (Hnmlon). 2005. 

Archigram Lite 

Alton Bublex: Plug-In Cily (Houston) 
Blaffer Gallery, University of Houston 
April 23-June 1 2 , 2 0 0 5 

Ra'iftfcJ by Hnicv (.'. Webb 

Nobody did more to titillate the architec-
tural imagination in the latter third of the 
20th century than the Archigram group 
from England. With a Monty Python aes-
thetic and a distinctly English penchant 
tor the play on words, Archigram tossed 
together Constructivist visions and a 
fascination with technology to formulate 
a keenly perceptive architectural inter-
pretation of the Sixties' Zeitgeist, They 
also provided one of the most entertain-
ing cases of analogical thinking ever to 
brighten architectural discourse. 

Alain Bublex, a French artist 
from Lyon whose show "Plug-In City 
(Houston)" was recently on view in 
the upstairs space at the University of 
Houston's blatter Callery, colonizes one of 
Archigram's best known ideas. Architect 
Peter Cook conceived the Archigram ver-

sion of Plug-In City in 1963 as a concept 
for a city ot continual change in which 
enormous technical frames served as an 
infrastructure that hosted interchangeable 
cells ot habitable space. 

On a large, composite drawing in the 
front room of the Walter's loft-gallery 
Bublex acknowledges his precursors: half 
of the panel shows a reproduction of one 
of Cook's Plug-In City drawings, while 
the other half, a wire-frame, computer 
drawing, describes where Bublex is tak-
ing the idea. On an adjacent wall a stun-
ning pair of large photomontages depict 
the Eiffel Tower transformed into an 
a rmature supporting new scaffolding that 
holds a growing village ol small modular 
units or "plugs ." 

Resembling a cross between a ship-
ping container and a house trailer, the 
plugs are the primary components of 
Bublex's urban vision. In both Eiffel 
lower photographs the Pompidou 

Center, another Paris icon, appears; it 
too becomes a framework tor more ot 
the ubiquitous plugs. The Pompidou is 
one of the more detectable descendents 
of Archigram-think, and a building that 
Bublex, not surprisingly, finds interesting. 

In the Blaffer's back room Bublex 
turns his transformational strategies on 
Houston. In three large panels, two ol 
them animated, he lets the plugs loose 
on familiar city scenes that he photo-
graphed during a earlier trip to the city. 
The Houston pictures are not pretty. They 
are unaesthetic and unselfeonscious snap-
shots and videos of inchoate landscapes 
littered with trash containers, road signs, 
and things coming apart . Houston with 
plugs is not much different from I louston 
without plugs. The plugs show up like a 
game of "Where 's Waldo," sometimes in 
the foreground, sometimes hidden in the 
background, sometimes taking over the 
downtown . In one sequence Bublex has 
video-montaged a collection ot plugs onto 
the cars of a freight train passing by a 
railroad crossing in the I'irsi Ward. 

The favored method of delivering the 
plugs is by helicopter, and most of the 
pictures show them hovering above the 
u t \ carrying parts for assembling the 
city, Other scenes show the helicopters 
more menacingly, flying in military 
formation like an army of predatory 
locusts—scenes reminiscent ot pictures 
from a modem battlefield. 

This is an entertaining show, more 
so because the spectator is witnessing his 
own city treated to this kind ol spcual 
at tention. It's a little like seeing your 
daughter come home from school in punk 
gear. Archigram's drawings were made by 
hand and had only an abstract context. 
By contrast , "Plug-In City (Hous ton)" 
shows how ideas are ripened by advanced 
imaging technology. The question is, at 
what point do the ideas become overripe 
and perhaps spoiled by technique? 

t'or Bublex, I louston is undistin-
guished, except, perhaps, for the fact 
that it is so undistinguished. I le calls it 
a "generic city" in a catalog interview 
conducted by Blaffer director Terri Sultan. 
What appeals to him is the city's restless-
ness and incompleteness, a quality that 
makes it km to Italo Calvino's half-built 
city of Thekla, a city perpetually in con-
struction as a way of avoiding the begin-
ning of its own destruction. Bublex makes 
this insight about I louston into a visual 
metaphor that says the city is little more 
than a series of incidents and conjunctions. 
I'm not SUM- ili.n definition works tor 
Paris, but it often seems entirely adequate 
for defining I louston's genius loci, • 
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Kimbembele Ihungo (1994 

An African Vision 
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Perspectives 145: Bodys Isek Kingelez 
Contemporary Arts Museum 
fanuary 29-May 1, 2005 
African Art Now 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
January 29-June 5,2005 

Reviewed by Kelly Kiaasmeyer 

If Dr. Seuss had designed Brasilia, the 
Brazilian capital might look something 
like the work of Bodys lsek Kmgele/.. 
Kingelcz makes architectural models of 
amazing) over-the-top cities. Kingelez lives 
in Kinshasa, the Demi>erattc Republic 
of Congo's sprawling capital city of 4.5 
mil l ion, a city deeply affected by the 30-
year kleptocracy of ['resident Mobutu 
Sese Seko. Having lived in Kinshasa since 
1^70, Kingele/. produces works infused 
with his desire to create solutions for the 
entire spectrum of urban problems. 

l i ke Brasila's actual creators, 
urbanise l.ucio Costa and architect 
Oscar Niemeyer, with their visions of 
CiesaintkimstiMi/f, Kmgele/ is on a mis-
sum to create an urban Utopia. 

Kingele/'s work was a part of a 
Houston-wide African art extravaganza 
inspired by the Museum ot l ine Arts, 
[ louston's i pu exhibition "African Art 
Now: Masterpieces from the Jean Pigoz/.i 
Collection." In addition to the MI 'AI I 
pieces, Kingele/ works from the Pigozzj 

collection were featured in the solo show 
"Perspectives 145: Bodys Isek Kingele/" at 
the Contemporary Arts Museum. 

Kingele/, uses found materials—paper, 
cardboard, plastic, polystyrene—to craft 
fantastic new worlds. Yellow boxes from 
l ' l II) brand glue and empty toothpaste 
cartons become building blocks, while 
swatches of corrugated cardboard become 
tiled roofs. Bur for the most part, the ori-
gins of the materials Kingelez employs are 
hard to place; he breaks them down into 
neutral building components. Every once 
in a while you might notice something and 
think, hey, isn't that part of an oil filter? 

Kimbembele Ihunga | I 'W), part of 
the M I A I I exhibit, covers approximately 
60 square feet. It was named after the 
small village where Kmgele/ grew up and 
contains a statue of the artist's father. 
Within Kingele/'s cityscape a yellow high-
rise spreads out in a " V " like a lady's fan, 
while another building looks something 
like the Sydney Opera House, but is made 
from concentric stars—a reference to die 
Congolese flag. Still another structure, a 
skyscraper, sports giant flying buttresses 
with rococo edges. 

Kingele/'s models are crisph con-
structed and his buildings use bright, 
light, clear colors and dynamic lines. In 
Kingele/.'s cities, roofs levitate and arc and 
the walls of buildings zig and zag, curve 
and undulate. 

Kingele/'s plan for the United Nation1, 
building, LLN. (199.S), which was also 
at the M l ' AH , is a skyscraper combined 
with a Ferris wheel-like circular lorns 
with inverted scalloped edges dotted with 
purple stars. A " U N " in giant letters MI-. 
atop the building, and looks like it might 
be intended to rotate. 

Ville iiitiinmc (1 l)lHiI, an urban 
vision of Kingele/'s that was part of the 
C A M show, has shiny silver and gold skv 
scrapers that make New York's Chrysler 
Building look bland and unornamented. 
Ciaily colored apartment blocks snake-
back and forth, each one unique. Kmgele/ 
has said that "a building without color is 
like a naked person without clothes." And 
even the terrain of his Villi- Fantdme has 
been painted in vivid hues, breaking up 
and decorating the landscape. 

Kingele/'s models are amazing, 
something the artist wouldn't hesitate 
to tell you. He has an ego to match the 
grandiosity of his designs, many of which 
he has named alter lumsell. In a video 
shown at the C A M , Kmgele/ states that 
an "artist is a small god." It's an opinion 
.n themselves thai some artisis and irclu 
tects with extravagant aspirations might 
well have, but which few would be frank 
enough to share. 

Kingele/'s ego exists in conjunction 
wnli noble goals, however. In the video 
Kingele/ talks ol plans lor a "medicinal 
ci ty" that would bring the world's phar-
maceutical companies together to work 

in one place and concentrate research on 
curing diseases such as AIDS. In one ol 
his models he has named a building after 
Ins favorite vitamins; another is named lor 
ampicillen, another for Vertnox, a worm 
medication, "because we eat things that are 
not medically safe." 

In the C A M video Kingelez discusses 
his home city ol Kinshasa. Speaking in 
front of a decaying building he laments the 
stare of the capital, its roads, its trash, and 
his fellow inhabitants. Kingele/ has said 
about his work, " I created these cities so 
there would be lasting peace, justice, and 
universal freedom. They wi l l function like 
small secular states with their own political 
structure, and wil l not need policemen or 
an army." 

The artist obviously has ambitious 
agendas, but they aren't that far removed 
In mi the creators of Brasilia's idealistic 
goals. And when you look at Kingele/'s 
unrestrained designs tor Utopia, it doesn't 
seem so far fetched. In his cheerful, fanciful 
buildings gathered along eccentric avenues, 
poverty, strife, and decay are nonentities. 

lo the extent thai a physical environ-
ment can affect people by shaping their 
attitudes, behavior, and moods, Kmgele/.'s 
plans would surely yield belter results 
than Brasilia, with its cold rationality and 
social egalitarianism applied so stridently 
that it tastes ot fascism. In Brasilia, Costa 
planned tilings down !•• v\ ii.il KJfl Ol > ITS 
would be chosen for taxis, the wardrobes 
ot bus drivers—dark grey uniforms with 
chevrons in company colors and a manda-
t o r cap and what cemeteries would look 
like—shallow graves with plain tombstones 
"without any signs of ostentation." 

Kingele/.'s approach is far more open 
and far less rigid. No one would end up 
living in anything like the monotonous 
rectangular apartment blocks that became 
the bane ol Brasilia. In Kingele/'s world, 
everything from public structures to private 
housing is equally, extravagantly creative. 

Educated by Catholic missionaries. 
Kingele/ is self-taught as an artist. But per-
haps self-taught isn't the right word; maybe 
it should be community-taught. He learned 
about art by growing up in a traditional vil 
lage. Every day he would "watch the men 
making masks or working at the forge." 
He took those lessons and decided to make 
things that would envision a better way for 
the city m which he lived. 

I lis designs are quirky and idiosyn-
cratic, but then so are people. 1 lis models 
are collected and exhibited as artworks, but 
Kingele/ is serious about having them real-
ized. In his artist's statement in the CAM 
catalog he said, " I dream of a better, more 
peaceful world. When Africa's political cli-
mate cools down and acting becomes pos-
sible, I'll present nn concept ol modernity 
to the African people." 

As megalomaniac plans for Utopia go, 
Kingelez's is definitely one of the most 
ap[ualing. • 
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A fu l l generat ion lias passed since the 
1972 pub l i ca t i on o f Houston: an archi-
tectural guide (Hous ton Chapter, A I A ) ; 
t ins is almost the ident ical a m o u n t of 
t ime that had passed since the on ly u rban 
guide that preceded i t , the 1942 Houston; 
A History and (.iuide | W I ' A Amer i can 
< Iuide Series), w h i c h was publ ished the 
year before I was b o r n . 

In 1972, as I and the others involved 
w i t h the archi tectura l guide looked ar 
the emerg ing city w h i c h we had repre-
sented w i t h a graphic m a p on ou r book 's 
cover—a map where words were over la id 
on the contours ot I lie inlerstates and 
h ighways that def ined Hous to n (and a sec-
t ion o f w h i c h can be seen on the contents 

Turner, Rives Taylor , Stephen Fox—rea l l y 
knew h o w to shock inc. Let me recall a 
few vignettes f r o m m y v is i t . . . 

Longor ia took me west a long L o n g 
Point on a cu l tu ra l tour of taco stands 
in "c lus te rs " ref lect ing special izat ion o f 
regional tastes. I knew 1 was in for cross-
cu l tu ra l jux tapos i t ions as we passed Bibas 
Greek Pizza, and as the La t in theme was 
m ixed w i t h As ian. Yet wo rk / l i ve doesn't 
necessarily generate " n e i g h b o r h o o d s , " as 
we saw on Blalock Road , where a 1970s 
mal l has become an Asian enclave, one in 
w h i t h Koreans o w n commerc ia l p roper ty 
yet commute f rom other places. 

I o l igur ia also showed me a rodeo 
arena somewhere in the v ic in i ty o f L i t t le 

the new diversi ty of Asia House (whose 
fu ture home is being designed by architect 
Yoshio Tan iguch i ) , tin- Czech Cu l tu ra l 
Center, and the Buf fa lo Soldiers M u s e u m . 

In a locat ion w i t h o u t memory and 
a landscape w i t h no physical geographi-
cal features, " g r o u n d i n g , " cu l tu ra l o r i -
en ta t ion , has always been a p rob lem of 
" p l ace -mak ing . " I 'm st i l l struck by those 
unpredic tab le , non-physical factors l l i . i t 
make " p l a c e " : the Hispanic "day - labo r 
c o r r i d o r ' " a l o n g Westpark, for example. 
Lveryonc apparent ly knew when t o be 
there, but there really isn't a " t h e r e " there. 

k . m Mi l l s (1 remembered when the 
road to San A n t o n i o was just a lazy S-
curve on I-10 and a grain elevator next 

there's I l i ghway K/Sam I lous ton To l lway , 
the new " N e w L o o p " ; can H i g h w a y 6 and 
the G r a n d Parkway be far behind? A n d I 
understand that Ch imney Rock may be the 
o r ig in o f another to l lway , south o f the Sam 
H ous ton . When I asked a nat ive I louston 
f r iend, one of those " inner -c i t y f o l k s " w h o 
lives near the Rice Vi l lage, whether he had 
a to l l road pass, he sneered, " N o , That 's for 
county people1."' 

I st i l l love that fact tha t even when 
you th ink you ' re headed " s o m e w h e r e " in 
I lous ton physical in f ras t ruc tu re can just 
p la in die: Bellaire Bou levard , a ma jo r civic 
artery inside the 6 10 L o o p , as i t heads west 
after Add icks -C lod ine R o a d , becomes an 
esplanaded suburban street, but just dead-
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page ot this issue ot O f r l — i t seemed so 
far away f r o m the city that had existed 
before W o r l d War I I . The 6 1 0 L o o p had 
Mist been completed and the Southwest 
f reeway was the femoral artery of a newly 
puls ing urban landscape. The Hous to n 
that had been described by the WPA guide 
seemed realK old. d is tant , a m i , we l l , 
quaint by compar ison w i t h this new ci ty 
of the 1970s. 

So when Cite inv i ted me to visi t this 
spr ing and asked, " I l o w has I lous ton 
changed?," I had to fas t - fo rward f rom the 
intense discovery process our team exper i -
enced in 1971-72: Drexel Turner, Stephen 
Fox, and me in the archives o f the Texas 
Room of the I louston Public L ib ra ry ; Bil l 
Lukes, Paul Hester, and me d r i v ing al l 
over and pho tog raph ing . 

Wha t w o u l d I see in 20115? 
The d iagram that was ou r 1972 

book cover, the " l o a d e d " words f o r m -
ing a map , has n o w repl icated itself geo-
metr ica l ly : there are loops w i t h i n loops. 
The abstract ion that we used to capture 
Houston 's f o r m was the s t ructura l a rma-
ture of " m o b i l i t \ " at the macro si ale <•! 
expressways and major arter ials. The 
or ig ina l " w a g o n whee l " imp l ied universal 
d is t r ibu t ion and access, and I was struck 
by the current scale o f this new mob i l i t y , 
remember ing that the equat ion that dr ives 
the real i ty l o r every mile a long the radius 
tells us that the area expands logar i thm] -
cally, that is, becomes more decentral ized. 
O n my ride to Bush Intercont inenta l at 
the end of m\ visit, m ; dr iver commented , 
" I loustou's freeways are so l y r i ca l . " One 
did feel detached, " f l o a t i n g " above the 
expansiveness ot it a l l . But mob i l i i y brings 
w i t h it a l ienat ion , and you have to get 
d o w n to the m ic ro scale to see the l ine 
grain o l par t icu lar i ty and dif ference. 

It is amazing. The scale, archi tectura l 
and p lann ing ironies, and cu l tu ra l jux ta -
posit ions have exp loded, ami nn guides— 
Rafael Longor ia , Patrick Peters, Drexel 

York that p robab ly has never seen a g r i n -
go , and a flea market that was l ike being 
in Laredo, o f f A i r l ine Dr ive just outside 
the county l ine. 

West Bellaire Boulevard was a real 
cu l tu re shi f t , w i t h b i l ingual Engl ish/ 
Chinese street signs, not to ment ion gar-
den apartment complexes w i th what were 
obv iousb " l o i Rent " signs w i t h " I 5 tele 
phone numbers , but otherwise completely 
in Chinese (exc lamat ion marks inc luded!) . 
Near Wi lcrest and Bellaire Boulevard we 
happened upon the Tao Chew Temple , 
smack in the midst o l a subd iv is ion, and 
another Buddhist c o m p o u n d ot t Beechnut 
and Da i f ] Ashford that looked l ike a 
movie set f r o m > 5 Days at Peking. But 
no th ing was more eerie than the huge, 
wh i t e , R ichard-Me ier -meets -Bucky- iu l le r 
terraced structure w i t h cascading stair-
k.isrs. about si veil stories high inc lud ing 
a go ld geodesic dome set on a cubic base 
w i t h gigant ic doors , located between 
Westpark and the 12800 block o f Ash fo rd 
Point ar 3611 Over ture . A l t hough there 
was no iden t i f i ca t ion , and it d i dn ' t appear 
as though anyone had been there in a 
wh i l e , one o f my guides, Stephen Fox, 
reports that it is the home ot " C h e n g Hua 
Sheng M u C o n g . " G o f igure! O f course. 
Fox had arranged to end ou r tour w i t h 
i l i in sum at the H o n g Kong C i ty Mal l ' s 
Ocean Palace Seafood restaurant, intimate 
fami ly d in ing for 1,000, at least. 

But perhaps the biggest anachronism 
(i f it's possible tor Hous to n to have any) 

u is i l i . I l i ndu communi ty in Staf ford, 
and its carved- f rom-n ine- ton-b locks-o f-
n iarh lc- . i iu l -sh ippcd- t ro i i i - Ind ia- ready-
to-snap- in-place temple comp lex , Baps 
Shri Swain inarayan Mand i r . The artisans 
carv ing away in fo rmed me that they only 
spoke H i n d i . 

The now-designated " M u s e u m 
D is t r i c t , " a fo r tu i tous aggregat ion o f 
loosely-related ins t i tu t ions I wro te about 
in Cite some ten years ago. also conta ins 

to the ra i l road) suggested an urban meta-
phor, as a mul t ip le entry mal l of seven 
" n e i g h b o r h o o d s " featur ing an A M C 
theater w i t h 20 screens. Tracker Coun t ry , 
w i t h what seemed an acre o f boars s i t t ing 
on the b lack top , also i ron ica l ly reminded 
me what the impact of development (such 
as the cluster o f tal l bu i ld ings at Park Ten) 
w o u l d be on the fragile landscape that 
the Katy Prairie represents, and how the 
Add icks D a m might not mi t igate fu ture 
Tropical S torm Al l isons. Maybe that's 
w h y I saw street signs oft Texas 99/Gf iUld 
Parkway to the intersection with FM 
I I I ' * VWestheimer Road reading I anal 
Road and I l ighwater, and a subdiv is ion 
named ( ivstwater : Get those boats ready! 

In Sugar L a n d , Venetian Kstates used 
to be an " i den t i t y - image" hoot in the 
1970s, but clearly " a u t h e n t i c i t y " is st i l l 
sought by a l l : First Co lony does have that 
r ing to i t , and the Sugar Land C i t y H a l l 
br ings N e w Urban ism and The Past to 
the future. In terms o f instant pedigree. 
Southern Na t i ona l Bank has appropr ia ted 
Mon t i ce l l o , w i t h a planned expans ion rep-
l icat ing in some f o r m T h o m a s Jefferson's 
Univers i ty of V i rg in ia , wh i le the M u s e u m 
o l Southern H is to ry is a quo ta t i on o l his 
Poplar Forest. 

In the mid -1960s , Charles M o o r e 
w ro te o f Disneyland as p lace-making in 
his essay " Y o u I lave to Pay for the Public 
L i f e . " The same appears to be becoming 
true of mob i l i t y , as the New York limes 
reported in its Ap r i l 2S art ic le "Pay ing 
on the L l ighway to Get O u t o f First 
Gear." The equat ion is a d i cho tomy o f 
Concent ra t ion + Dispersal = Congest ion. 
I used to use Hardy Road (now the 
H a r d y Tol l Road) as a shor tcut n o r t h , 
and m the 1970s Westpark was this " l i t t l e 
secret" to skirt the Southwest Freeway 
near Grcenway Plaza, a "secret " obv i -
ously so successful that the ..losing of the 
o ld service ra i l road tracks resulted in Us 
expansion in to a mul t i - lane ar ter ia l . A n d 

ends in to San Pablo Dr ive and peters ou t 
al ter three blocks as it enters T o n Bend 
Coun ty . O r those craz.y bur apparent ly jar-
r ing jux tapos i t ions that have a lways been 
part o f the Hous ton landscape, such as the 
exclusive gol f c lub west o f Sugar L a n d , 
sur rounded by the Jester U n i t o f the Texas 
Depar tment ot C r im ina l Justice: Don't hit 
one in to the rough! 

We l l , the newest novelty in t o w n 
( "show i t to the New York b o y " ) is 
I loustou's M l ' TRORa i l . I was somewhat 
fascinated by h istory repeat ing itself, since 
trol leys were the f irst phase o f Houston 's 
u rban expansion in the 1910s. A n d in the 
inner-radius the existence o f a h is tor ic 
core w i t h impor tan t precincts such as the 
Texas Med ica l Center, D o w n t o w n , and the 
Univers i ty o f Hous to n and Rice Universi ty 
prov ides a concentrated p rox im i t y that 
begins to suggest pred ic tab i l i ty o f t ravel 
and pedestr ian precincts. "The l ight - ra i l cars 
have the al lure o f newness, service was at 
qu ick intervals when I t r ied i t , and after a l l , 
the long- term Transi t System Plan fo l lows 
the macro-scale o f ma jo r road systems, 
Imag ina t ion w i l l demand an exp lo ra t i on 

ut the s y m b i o i k re lat ionship, and partner-
ships, between transit and urban develop-
ment potent ia l . There were some raw edges: 
at O l d Spanish Tra i l and Grcenbr iar there 
are l ight - ra i l pa rk ing lots and bui ld ings o f 
no redeeming value, and when the t ra in 
I N K sw i t i l n ^ In mi I ireenbi i.n h i 1 . inni i i .u 
South Bracswood, it becomes an area that is 
"u rban is t i ca l ly not." 

Yes, Hous to n has " c h a n g e d , " but it 
has remained true to the re invent ion that 
seems to have dr iven its g r o w t h in the last 
century. It remains a bi l l ike the story of the 
b l ind men and the elephant: depending on 
the parr they touched, each had a di f ferent 
story ot what it looked l ike. In 1972, in 
t ry ing to tell the story then, we shared the 
idea that " i t a l l f its together when you can 
see al l the pieces," I th ink that st i l l remains 
t rue: Houston is What You Make It. m 
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