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Abandoned In Place 
The former Southern Pacific rail yards are a ghost of Houston's industrial past 

PHOTOS BY CLAY H A R M O N , M A R T H A T H O M A S , AND ARCHI E P I Z Z I N l / T E X T BY BRUCE C. WEBB 
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|UST NORTH OF DOWNTOWN, cloSC to 
buffalo bayou, is the nearest industrial 
site to Houston's city center. There, for 
more than 100 years, a Inisy railroad \ard 
Operated. It has been some time, how-
ever, since rail cars pulled into the former 
Southern I'acifie yard to be examined, 
worked on, and returned to the nation's 
rail system. The site was retired from 
active use close to a decade ago, and \\ ith 
I louston's central business district now 
expanding on the strength of a new appe-

tite tor inner city living, the property has 
begun to change us stripes, 

Investors purchased the site in 2001, 
formed a T I R / , and began showing 
around a proposal for a large "dense, 
mixed-use, pedestrian friendly, and tran-
sit-oriented development" called 1 lard; 
Place. With similar sites in Houston in 
recent years, the first act of possession has 
been to subject the land t<> the tabla ra/a 
treatment, reducing it to a blank slate 
onto which a new urban reality can be 
written. This was the case with the for-
mer Astruworld. where the manufactured 
hills and mounds and planted trees and 
shrubbery that had created a setting for 
the amusement park were scraped away 
and leveled, despite being located in a 
topographically-starved coastal plain. The 
mantra is Darwinian: grow-evolve-adapt. 

Ami tins is apparently the planned 
future of the one-time rail yard. Other 
cities may try to rehabilitate industrial 
sues, taking advantage of the buildings 
that exist to create something new with 
a link to something old, but that's all 

too uncommon in Houston, before the 
earth scrapers moved in, though, a trio of 
photographers—Clay Harmon, Martha 
Thomas, and Archie Pi/./.ini—roamed 
through the rail yard's empty buildings 
and grounds, documenting the environs 
in extremis. What they found was a place 
abandoned, but not necessarily dead, 
at least not yet. Theirs are pictures of 
an expedition into the belly of a singu-
larly disquieting place after the machine 
stops, a place where the skin and bones 
and mechanical organs held in check by 
purpose and motion are not simply aban-
doned but heaped up, flooded, contami-
nated, and collapsing. 

Just outside the thin allure and digital 
tidiness ol the modern city, it's a dirge for 
the industrial style and the culture of a 
hundred years ago, for the railroad has 
changed very little in that time. 

Houston is more new than old. and it 
is perhaps this more than anything else 
that makes it different from most of 
the world's big cities. 1 ike mosi sunbelt 
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boom t o w n s , H o u s t o n owes much of its 
form and substance to late 20th century 
technology. Mus i of a l l , it learned h o w to 
grow away f r o m its indust r ia l sites. A n d 
it's l o r that reason that you have to go 
searching if you want to f ind signs of rhu 
city's indust r ia l past. 

By cont ras t , P i t tsburgh, where I g rew 
up, u. is one of tin.' most indust r ia l ly c o m -
mit ted cities in the count ry . As was c o m -
m o n a m o n g cities that came of age in the 
I **th and early 20 th centur ies, Pi t tsburgh 
depended on rivers and ra i l roads to feed 
r a w materials to the k indred factories 
i l l .n were the core o l its economy. Those 
factories l ined the hanks o l the rivers that 
f lowed th rough the na r row valleys; the 
ne ighborhoods where the workers l ived in 
densely packed houses l locked w i t h soot 
were nearby. It was impossible not to he-
aware o f the mi l ls , their f iery machines, 
the mechanical muscle, the sh r i l l , meta l -
lic noises. It was a sett ing 11.1.. Mencken 

described in .\n essay, " T h e L i b i do lo r the 
Ugly ," .is "h ideous w i t hou t a b reak . " 

I \ c m lung indust r ia l f r om those days 
has n o w gone away, leaving Pit tsburgh's 
indust r ia l valleys so tho rough ly pock-
marked w i t h abandoned indust r ia l sites, 
empty d o w n t o w n s , and r u n - d o w n neigh-
borhoods that in some places the scene 
looks l ike pictures o f the devastat ion in 
the Ruhr Valley after A l l ied bomb ings in 
W o r l d War I I . P i t tsburgh, t oo , has learned 
to g r o w away f rom its industr ia l past, but 
l i n i ng sn there is much harder than it is in 
I [ous ton. So it capital izes on its past w i t h 
a v igorous nostalgia industry. 

I t is o f course not the case that 
Hous to n has no heavy industry or 
notable indust r ia l sites. This is, after a l l . 
the wor ld ' s petrochenuc. i l center, and 
petrochemicals is an indust ry that takes 
a back seat to none in its spectacular 
arch i tecture. I he rel iuery co r r i do r a long 
I l i ghway 225 between Pasadena and the 
d ramat i c Bay town br idge is perhaps the 
city's most compe l l i ng vista, especially at 
n igh t , and I never tai l to lake visi tors out 
there after they've seen all the usual ci ty 

a t t rac t ions, usually after da rk , when tin-
dors o l wh i te l ighls out l ine the s i lhouetted 
tonus of this spectral ci ty. 

H ous to n is also the busiest por t c i ty 
in the Uni ted States in terms of foreign 
tonnage, and its 25 -mi le - long ship channel 
is the other place in t o w n w i t h an exag-
gerated indust r ia l landscape, th is one w i t h 
g iant , Star Wars- l ike cargo cranes s t r id ing 
the ra i l road t racks, f lex ing mechanical 
muscles wh i le l i f t i ng In.ids on and o i l 
docked conta iner ships that have arr ived 
f rom a round the w o r l d . But this landscape 
is far o f f the beaten path lo r most ; the 
c i ty shrivels away f rom i t . 

A n d so for many 1 louston ians the 
indust r ia l present is as invis ible as the 
indust r ia l past, creat ing a disconnect f r o m 
the muscle that once kept , ami st i l l keeps, 
much o f the city mov ing . As older sites 
get bul ldo/.ed f lat rather than re invented, 
tha i disconnect g rows. 

As they empty, all ru ins become recep-
tacles tor the imag ina t ion , perhaps none 
m ine sn th.m indust r ia l sites that , when 

they were in use, were o f f l im i ts t o the 
general pub l ic . N o w that they are com-
ing apart , their noisy bustle and purpose 
si lenced, they are vu lnerab le , open , reveal-
ing , suspended in t ime. As archi tecture 
cr i t ic Robert Ha rb i son w ro te , "Perhaps 
one's residual incomprehens ion o l such 
places fuels one's present in terest . " 

M . n b e we only need museums 
because we don ' t trust the real. But each 
relic and ar t i fac t can be a por ta l in to the 
city's memory. Julie Bargmann o l D. I .R.T. 
Stud io , w h o gave M\ RDA-sponsored 
lecture in I lo i ts ton last f a l l , showed an 
approach that a l lowed these o ld sites to 
be active pans o l de termin ing their o w n 
iu tu re . Instead o l erasing every trace of 
a site's history, D.I.R.T.'s so lut ions incor-
porate the legacy <>l an indust r ia l past 
in to new regenerative spaces, o f ten by 
recycl ing much o f the detr i tus r .u lu i than 
car t ing it away. In this way. the ci ty, w i t h 
t ime, bui lds upon ttsell. But it bui lds in 
such a way that there are clues enough lm 
one to be able to say, "1 remember." • 
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