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In the five years since Rockets star 
I l.ikii in ( >l.i 1 n w < >i i purchased thl 
opulent W1H Houston Nntion.il Bank 

Building and announced plans to trans-
form it into an Islamic education facility, 
downtown watchers have been wondering 
what would become ol the showpiece 
structure. As elements ot the 21)2 Main 
Street properly were removed, rained on, 
stolen, and, in some instances, even sold 
to local antique dealers, preservationists 
becami alarmed. Since last spun;;, reno-
vation has appeared to he at a standstill, 
and more recently, rumors have circulated 
that perhaps the mosque project had been 
nn>\ ed (•> am it In i pai i ol the city, and 
even that Olajuwoii was considering selling 
the historic building. 

The rumors have spread in part because 
plans lor the National Hank Building, 
which is officially owned by the I lakeem 
Olajuwon Islamic Da'wah Institute, have 
been purposefully kept under wraps out of 
what representatives of the institute say is 
fear of aim -Muslim sentiments. 

Unfortunately, by keeping quiet, the 
institute has further inflamed the appre-
hensions of preservationists. In November, 
though, the silence was at least partially 
broken when the project's architect and 
engineer. Anon Quaddumi of Interfield 
i'.nginecring ( ompany, said that buildoul 
of the National Bank Building had been 
scheduled to begin before the end ol 1 'W 
and would he completed by the end ot 
2000 — opening to the public for the first 
time in 25 years one of the city's most 
important buildings. 

Still, i l l Ik i.i Is ii the Downtown I listorii 
District, the principal watchdog group 
shepherding downtown preservation issues. 
remain skeptical that the project is actually 
underway, ami that all will be done with a 
careful eye to preservation. " I lonestly, I've 
heard everything," s.ivs [>l ID executive 
director Jim Maxwell. "I've teamed very 
quickly that unless you actually see some-
one moving in, you never know what's 
u alb -mill', to h ippen." 

A large part of the problem has appar-
ently been a lack of communication. The 
Dl ID claims they've had trouble reaching 
the Da'wah Institute; the; sa\ they've 
even gone so tar as to have one ol 
Oldjuwon's bodyguards deliver a letter ol 
appeal to the basketball player during a 
game. But the problems that have sur-
rounded the National Hank Building also 
reflect the conflicts that tan arise when-
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From a temple of commerce la a temple, plain and simple: The Houston National Bank Building al 702 Main. 

As THE HOUSTON NATIONAL BANK BUII.DINC; 
IS PREPARED FOR A SPIRITUAL LIKE, 

PRESERVATIONISTS WORRY IT MIC! IT LOSE ITS SOU! 

BY A N N W A L T O N S I EBER 

t \ i i a historic structure is renovated lor a 
use different from its original one. 
Preservationists, looking to history, may 
push for minimal changes, while the new 
owners, looking to current concerns, may 
wain limn extensive alterations. 

To allay concerns, Quaddumi and the 
Da'wah Institute offer assurances that all 
will be carefully tended when the doors ot 
the National Bank Building open again at 
year's i\id. And il completed as described, 
the Islamic facility could make a signifi-
cant contribution to the richness of down-
town's cultural landscape. While many 
traditional mosques are closed to non-
believers, the Da'wah Institute plans to 
make the National Bank Building into a 
multi-purpose Islamic educational facility 
open to all. 

"I t is a very sensitive project, and we 
have potential enemies," Quaddumi says. 
"Islam doesn't have the best image in the 
West — there are a lot of stereotypes. 
That is what this building is going ro try 
to alleviate, try to remove some of those 
stereotypes.... It addresses the multicultur-
al fabric ot the city, representing a primar-
ily immigrant group that up until now has 
not been that involved in civic affairs or 
viewed as an integral part tit the society.... 
It will be as much an educational facility 
for non-Muslims as for Muslims." 

"We're trying to build bridges between 
us and other religions," adds l-'aycz 
Ghwari, general secretary ol the Da'wah 
Institute. "We want to open up to ol lu i 
communities and build cooperation." 

Although the facility will include two 
separate mosques, one for men and one 
for women, they wi l l make up only part 
of the building's overall structure. 
According to Quaddumi, the bank's spec-
tacular, 6,000-foor domed lobby wil l be 
kepi largely intact, and its space givt n to 
the public tor prayer or quiet contempla-
tion, I he mam entrance will be- m m u l to 
the rear ol the building and face onto a 
Travis Street parking lot that is part of 
the property. " I t wi l l be very open to the 
public," Quaddumi s.ns. "I would s.n 
that similar to Saint Patrick's Cathedral 
in New York, it wi l l he a quiet area in the 
middle of the city." 

• 
The building Olajuwoii MK\ his organiza-
tion plan to offer as a temple to Allah 
began its life as a temple to money. I he 
Houston National Bank Building was built 
in l''2K by 1 tumble Oil co-founder Ross 
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To moke the bank's ornate interior suitable far a mosque, all representational images had 
to be removed or covered. 

Sterling. Designed by Sterlings son-in-law 
Wyat l C . I ledng, and I ledng's I Imiston 
partner R.D. Got t l ieb , to IH1 a showplace o l 
1920s h igh- f lung weal th, the hank lias a 
massive exterior thai sports l imestone, 
black grani te, and a perimeter of huge, 
f ive- foot-wide f luted Dor ie columns. Inside, 
a large, silver Texas star surrounded by 
intr icate gold leaf designs presides over a 
huge, 56- foot -h igh domed hall l ined wi th 
royal purple marble impor ted f rom 
Furopc. Located near the Foot of M a i n 
S t m t , the I louston Nat iona l Hank 
bu i ld ing was bu i l t in wha t was then the 
heart ol I louston's f inancial distr ict . It was 
to be tin- last great bank bu i ld ing in 
[ louston for decades to come, thanks to 
the stock market crash the f o l l ow ing year. 

The I lous ton Na t i ona l Hank remained 

at its M a i n Street loca t ion un t i l | 9 f i 4 , 
when its operat ions were moved in to the 
Tenneco Bu i ld ing , Six years later, 
F rank l in Hank took over the proper ty 
and occupied i t un t i l 197.5, when 
Frank l in was shut d o w n by the FD1C. 
Developer 1 la rv in M o o r e bought the 
bu i l d ing in 1978, but cou ld not come up 
w i t h a successful use for i t . Since it is 
basically a huge lobby, the bu i l d i ng can-
not easily be carved up into ot l ices or 
apartments, wh ich l im i ted its redevelop-
ment op t ions . In I9NS, the Hous to n I'ops 
f loated a plan to t u rn the bu i l d i ng in to a 
theater, keeping the grand hal l as a lobby 
and bu i l d ing an add i t ion w i t h a stage and 
seating in the pa rk ing lot out back. But 
f inanc ing was never secured, and in 199) 
Dick Kn ight bought the proper ty . H i s 

C i ty Partnership g roup t r ied t o f ind a 
suitable restorat ion project , but also had 
no success. T h e space was used as a set 
for a few movies, / Come in Peace (1990) 
and The Trust 11992) a m o n g t hem, and 
some organizat ions used its g rand back-
d rop for their galas. But basically, the 
bu i l d ing languished. 

So when O l a j u w o n announced in 
Apr i l 1994 that he was go ing to buy the 
proper ty , preservat ionists were jub i lan t . 
Filey were happy tha i the Na t iona l Bank 
Bu i ld ing was to be purchased by what 
appeared to be an appreciative patron w i t h 
enough money to do it justice, O l a j u w o n , 
reportedly overwhelmed by the bank's inte-
rior, was quoted as saying, " T h a t bu i ld ing 
is l ike a museum.. . I w i l l buy this for 
G o d . " "Rescued f rom R u i n , " announced 
a Houston Chronicle headline, while 
another story p roc la imed, " D o w n t o w n 
rev i ia l i /a t ion got a slam d u n k ! " 

But the first hint of t rouble came only a 
tew months later, when the new owners 
removed the 15 round bronze medall ions 
that l ined the bank's exter ior frieze. The 
bronze disks portrayed scenes o l Greek 
gods and heroes; the Da 'wah Institute said 
they conf l icted w i th Islam's religious stric-
tures, which torbid animate figures repre-
sentational o f humans or animals on or 
w i t h i n a religious bu i ld ing . 

Because the I louston Nat iona l Bank 
Bui ld ing is part o l the city designated M a i n 
Street/Market Square I t istoric Distr ict , 
changes to its exter ior arc not supposed to 
be made w i thou t the approval of the 
I louston Archeological and Histor ica l 
Commiss ion or the Texas Histor ical 
Commiss ion . A mctn lx ' r o) the commission 
says they've been to ld that the removed 
medall ions are being stored in a ware-
house, but that as o l late last year commis-
sion representatives and representatives of 
the Da 'wah Institute had not been able to 
coordinate a visit to set- them. Accord ing to 
the inst i tute, five o f the medall ions are 
gone, stolen I rom the bui ld ing. In add i t ion , 

the l ight ing sconces that were on the 
columns in the lobby have been stolen. 

There have been other concerns as 
we l l . Preservationists have been alarmed 
by the removal of certain items f rom the 
bu i ld ing du r ing renovat ion. When H K 
basement was gut ted, a hand-carved whi te 
marble staircase was taken away to clear 
space tor classrooms. As ot late last year, 
the stairway was for sale at Pasternak's 
Hmpor ium on Morse, as was the bank's 
revolv ing brass door. Such discoveries do 
l i t t le to calm preservationists. "Par ts of 
that bu i ld ing are in every chop shop in 
1 l ous ton , " laments Cour tney Key, assoti 
are director of the D l I D . 

Key and others have also expressed 
concern about broken w i n d o w s in the 
bu i l d ing that a l l ow rain and humid i t y to 
pour in . Key has been par t icu lar ly wor r ied 
about the murals that sur round the 
lobby's in ter ior dome; one has already 
fa l len, and another has been threatening 
to f o l l ow suit. 

Whether the p lanned increase in con-
s t ruct ion act iv i ty at tlu- I louston Na t iona l 
Bank Bu i ld ing wi l l al leviate or deepen 
these concerns remains to be seen. N o w 
that the bu i ldout has been announced, 
preservationists wonder what w i l l be 
done w i t h the representat ional f igures 
that are inside the bank bu i ld ing , l o r his 
par t , Q u a d d u m i says that all taboo f ig-
ures w i l l be covered up in such a way that 
they can later be restored, should the 
bank bu i l d ing at some point no longer be 
an Islamic i ns t i t u t i on . " I t w i l l stay to ta l ly 
in tac t , " he says o f the bank's inter ior. 
"Very l i t t le w i l t be changed . " 

If that 's the case, then some prayers 
w i l l have been answered. " T h i s is p rob -
ably one of the most i m p o r t a n t b u i l d -
ings in the state o l Texas , bo t h h i s t o r i -
ca l ly and a r ch i t ec tu ra l l y , " says D I M ) 
b o a r d member M i n n e t t e Boesel. " W h e n 
you buy s o m e t h i n g l i ke t h a t , you are 
ihe owner , but i t 's an a r t w o r k , and 
you ' re a pub l i c cus tod ian of i t . " • 

More Good Bricks 

In 1979, when the Greater Houston 
Preservat ion A l l i ance came up w i t h 
the idea fo r the G o o d Br ick A w a r d s , it 

was w o r k i n g w i t h a s imp le premise — if 
you pat people on the back a bi t for res-
cu i ng bu i l d i ngs ra ther than tea r ing them 
d o w n , then perhaps more o l Hous ton ' s 
a rch i t ec tu ra l her i tage w o u l d be saved. 

A t the t ime , c o m b i n i n g the wo rd s 
" H o u s t o n " and " P r e s e r v a t i o n " seemed 
some th ing o f a si re tch , Bui today, wh i l e 
i t 's st i l l n o t u n c o m m o n fo r a va luable 
piece o f h is to ry t o fa l l t o the w r e c k i n g 
ba l l , the idea tha t r e h a b i l i t a t i n g 
bu i ld ings is genera l ly bet ter t ha n raz ing 
them has ga ined a f o o t h o l d in the ci ty. 
Renova t i on has become the m a n t ra o l 
d o w n t o w n ' s r e b i r t h , and as a resul t , the 
I m i p s tor [l ie 1999 G o o d Brick A w a r d s , 

w h i c h were awa rde d N o v e m b e r 29 at a 
ce remony in the B r o w n A u d i t o r i u m o f 
the M u s e u m o f Fine A r t s , H o u s t o n , had 
an unusua l l y large select ion o f pro jects 
t o choose f r o m . They inc luded every-
t h i n g f r o m the redesign o f a pa i r o f 
sho tgun houses in the F i f th W a r d , t o 
the res to ra t i on o f 912 Pra i r ie Avenue , 
to the repav ing o f the 1501) b lock o f 
M i c h i g a n Street w i t h h i s to r i ca l l y accu-
rate b r i ck pavers. 

The G o o d Br ick A w a r d s are present-
ed annua l l y in r ecogn i t i o n o f leadership 
a n d excel lence in h is to r ic p rese rva t i on , 
i n c l u d i n g p ro jec t p l a n n i n g , pub l i ca t i ons , 
r e n o v a t i o n , r es to ra t i on , and adap t i ve 
reuse tor c o m m e r c i a l and res ident ia l 
s t ruc tu res , h is to r i c m o n u m e n t s , pa rks . 
and landscapes. For 1999 there were ten 
w i n n e r s , a m o n g t h e m the Pra i r ie C r o u p , 
I..I . C , fo r the facade res to ra t i on o f 912 

Pra i r ie ; Pentasafe, Inc. , for its c o r p o r a t e 
c o m m i t m e n t to p reserva t ion in the 
res to ra t ion and adap t i ve reuse o f 5 3 0 
I .oven Bou leva rd ; Tr ipo l i Deve lopmen t 
L t d . and the M i r a d o r G r o u p fo r the 
facade res to ra t i on o f .106 M a i n Street 
(the G u a r a n t y N a t i o n a l Bank B u i l d i n g ) ; 
Ky le D. Smi th fo r the res to ra t i on o f the 
1 9 ) 5 I ta l ianate-s ty le Maca tce House at 
1220 S o u t h m o r c Avenue in the Binz 
s u b d i v i s i o n ; the H o u s t o n Area U r b a n 
League, Inc . . l o r its c o m m i t m e n t t o the 
1921 Federal Reserve Bank at 1303 
Texas Avenue; O s t l i n d T h o m a s , Inc. , lo r 
b u i l d i n g c o m p a t i b l e new hous ing in a 
b u n g a l o w and cot tage n e i g h b o r h o o d at 
44H, 4 5 2 , and 4 5 6 West 2 4 t h Street in 
the I le ights ; and the residents o f the 
1500 b lock o f M i c h i g a n Street fo r 
n e i g h b o r h o o d preservat ion ot the his-
to r i c landscape by pressur ing a deve lop-

er to replace the br ick pavers removed 
d u r i n g i n f r as t r uc tu r e w o r k . 

The President 's A w a r d went t o 
|ohn I l a u n a h , w h o helped star t the 
Endangered Bu i ld ings F u n d , fo r his 
c o m m i t m e n t to p reserva t ion el for ts in 
the c i ty , wh i l e the Stewar t T i t l e A w a r d 
was presented t o Bret t Z a m o r e fo r his 
adap t i ve reuse o f t w o sho tgun houses at 
4 7 3 9 Buck Street, c i ted as an examp le 
o f c o m m u n i t y b u i l d i n g and b u i l d i n g a 
c ross -cu l tu ra l pa r t ne r sh ip in the c o n t e x t 
o f h is to r ic p reserva t ion . T h e w i n n e r o f 
the Preservat ion P rog ram A w a r d , g iven 
fo r research, e d u c a t i o n , and c rea t ing a 
c l ima te lo r h is to r ic p rese rva t i on , was 
the Texas Trailblazer Preservation 
Assoc ia t i on , w h i c h researches and d o c u -
ments the history o l A f r i ca n Amer icans 

in Texas. • 


