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BOOM 
BY WILLIAM F. STERN 

More than 20 years ago, in a pair 
ni articles appearing in succes-
sive Sunday edit ions o f the New 

York limes, architecture crit ic Ada Louise 
I luxtable discovered I [ouston dur ing its 
1970s boom w i t h a mix ture of awe and 
admira t ion , [u her first art icle, ent i t led 
"Deep in the I [earl of Nowhe re . " 
I Instable marveled at the energy o f the 
i . in. describing it as the "place that schol-
ars flock to lor tlii- purpose of seeing what 
modem civ i l izat ion has w r o u g h t . " 1 

I louston was indeed mak ing the most of 
lis booming economy, a ciH on the move, a 

place o f l imitless possibilities. Ga in ing 
attention as a l a c w a y city, a space city, a 
strip city, and .i speculator city, I luxtable 
wro te , " I I is being dissected by architects 
and urban historians as a case study in new 
lorms and functions. It even requires a new 
def in i t ion ol urbani t ) 

I lux tab le commented effusive!) on 
the new architecture that the city was 
bu i ld ing . Registering admi ra t i on fo r 
I |ouston's recent modern archi tecture, she 
singled out the Tenneco Building and One 
Shell Pla/.a, bo th designed h\ Sk idmore , 
Ow ings , & M e r r i l l ; the Mies van der 
Uohe add i t ions to the Museum of I me 
A i l s ; the Al ley Theater by Ul r ieh Franzen; 
the l on tempora ry Arts Museum by 
( •mi l ia r Birkerts; ami I ' luhp fohnson's 
"del icate Miesan arcade at Si. Thomas 
Un ive rs i t y . " 1 In her second a r i i i l r . 
focusing at tent ion on the recently com-
pleted rwin lowers ot I 'enn/oi l Place, she 
wro te , " N e w York architects Phi l ip 
[ohnson ani l John Burgee have completed 
one the best big bui ld ings in the country 
not in New York , but in Hous ton . I bai is 
not surpr is ing. I louston is the place where 
money, power and patronage are com ing 
together in a city of singular exci tement 
and significance lor the 1970s."*1 

There were other notable wo rks o f 
architecture dur ing this expansive period of 
bui ld ing: Republic Hank and the Str iking 
Transeo Tower, both products o f the co l -
labora t ion between Gera ld D. I l ines 
Interests and loh i ison burgee; Cesar 
Pelli's t w i n high-r ise c o n d o m i n i u m s , 
Four I eal Towers ; Sk idmore , O w i n g s , & 
Merr i l l ' s A l l ied bank Bu i ld ing ani l First 
Internat ional bank bu i ld ing . 'The ambi t ious 
standard set by prominent nat ional f i rms 
also encouraged some o l the best wo rk o i 
I h>nston architects, inc luding S I. M o r i is 
Associates' addi t ion to the d o w n t o w n pub-
lic' l ibrary ani l their 1981 First I it) l ower 
and l . loyd Jones brewer c\ Associates' 
sleek d o w n t o w n lower at Tour Al len 
i enter, now occupied by Enron. This 
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New apartment! in Houston's Midlown. 

memorable era of bui ld ing culminated w i th 
the I 'JN" opening o l the Men i l Col lect ion 
designed by Ital ian architect Renzo Piano, 

a bu i ld ing commissioned In I >oinuic|tie ile 
M e m l . I loustim's loremosi patron ot art 
and architecture. No t only was the city 

advancing its reputation as a mecca for 
archi tecture, it also pm fo r th a bo ld plan 
to redress mob i l i t y prob lems, passing a I 

percent sales tax to fund a transportation 
plan that was ultimately to be directed at 
m a k i n g the most advanced rai l system in 
the count ry . 

I luxtable had Found Houston in die 
midst o f a sustained and ext raord inar i ly 
product ive period ot g row th that w o u l d 
terminate abrupt!) nisi a little more than a 
decade after her 1976 visit, but the boom 
o l the 1970s and early 1980s wou ld secure 
a place tor I louston as ail emerging 
Amer ican city, the golden buckle in the 
Sunbelt or. as Ki rkpatr ick v d i described it 
in Ins l 1 ' - ^ book Power Shit!, the logical 
choice lor [lie capital o l the country's 
southern rim.* 

• 
What w o u l d Ada I ouise I Instable th ink 
a generation later in the midst o f the 
'90s boom? I las the city l ived up to its 
.n i l ic ipated promise? The answer is m ixed , 
and w i t h some notable exceptions, the 
bu i ld ing qual i ty o l die '90s boom has been 
unremarkable, p roduc ing noth ing like the 
consistent array of exceptional buildings 
il iat captured the imaginat ion of architects 
and planners f r om around the country just 
20 years ago. 

II the boom of t he ' 70s was good foi 
indiv idual works o l architecture, the pre 
sent seems more heavily invested in at) 
bui ld ing and p lanning, part icular ly d o w n -
t o w n , which h is been dramatical ly trans 
formed f rom a mor ibund nine-to-five busi 
uess center in to one of I louston's trendies! 
plates to live. Neglected older commercial 
structures have been reborn as lo l l apart 
meitt bui ldings, most prominent among 

these the Rice 1 Intel. Not only have the 
loft conversions brought new residents to 
d o w n t o w n , but bui ldings that might other 
wise have been demolished have been pre-
served. The best new project d o w n t o w n is 
the redevelopment o l the Albert Thomas 
(..•invention ( entei into an entertainment 
empor ium called bayou Place, C rcdit the 
architects, Gens le ro l 1 louston, fo rencout 
aging die developer, the Cord ish Company 
of Bal t imore, to abandon an early inter ior 
mal l proposal in l .no i o| a plan that 
directs restaurants and theaters to the sur-
round ing sidewalks and streets. This intel l i -
gent p lan, coupled w i th a well-conceived 
design, results in a truly urbane bui ld ing 
that brings da) and night .K t i \ i t s to 
I louston's per forming arts distr ict. 

but just a tew blocks south o l d o wn 
t o w n , in the area k n o w n as M i d t o w u , the 
news is less encouraging. There, a publ ic ly 
sanctioned tax reinvestment program has 
spawned a mul t i tude ot housing develop-
ments, man) o l wh ich are modeled after 
the suburban apartment complexes found 
on I louston's peripheries. I ack iugany 
sense o l place mak ing , the housing b l i nks 
b) and large look temporary, w i th slapped 
together garage structures abut t ing equally 
th in look ing apartment bui ldings featuring 
rows ot indiv idual air cond i t ion ing units 
aligned along the sidewalks — surely, a 
middle class urban ghetto in the malt ing, 
i u\ i o n u u l , which had a hand in approv-
ing and mon i to r ing the plan for this Tax 
Investment Ref inancing / o n e , should have 
more strongly questioned the Midtown 
plan and insisted on a higher standard o l 
urban development in what is essentially 
the f ront doo r to d o w n t o w n I louston. 
Surprisingly, not a single developer o f large 
si.de apartment bui ldings h e n , or in other 
inner-city locat ions, has offered an altema 
rive model to what are clearly stamped out 
bui ldings Seemingly designed once and 
repeated of ten. 

t In the east side of d o w n t o w n one can 

hard!) miss the steel trusses f ly ing over 
wha t w i l l be I I l lusion's new bal lpark. The 
bal lpark at Un ion Stat ion, now called 
Enron Field, al l but replaces I louston's 
famed Astrodome. Aside f rom the ques-
tions o i whether or not the d o w n t o w n 
stadium is needed, one wou ld have hoped 
thai this " M i l l e n n i u m " structure wou ld 
evoke a similar spir i t of imaginat ion as the 
I'Jd.S Ast rodome. I xcepi for a massive 
retractable root , the design by H O k Sport 
lacks the adventuresome th ink ing that 
marked the mak ing of the Astrodome a 
generation ago, when the projected image 

oi Houston was the city ol the future. In 
place of the future, I t o k Spnri has pre 
sented I louston w i t h the past in the fo rm 
of a fashionable "neo- t rad i r i ona l " design 
that plays on a nosta lg ic t u r n - o l the 
cen tury theme, adapt ing their recent, sue 
cessful schemes for other cities, inc luding 
Baltimore's Camden Yards and Coors f ie ld 
in Denver, but I louston is not Balt imore or 
Denver, nor is us core fabric 19th century. 
Unfortunately, there was never a chance lor 
something else. I I O k Sport was [he onl) 
l i rm seriously considered by the I louston 
Sporls Author i ty , and whi le their track 
record was convinc ing, other more pro-
gressive architects should have been inter-
Mewed, it is doub t fu l thai Enron Field wi l l 
have any part icular dist inct ion except tor 
its size, or be anyth ing more than one ot 
many new baseball stadiums throughout 
the country. 

Elsewhere, I louston's historic neighbor-
hoods, its eaihest suburbs, are reeling f rom 
uncont ro l led, dense housing development. 
Referred to by their developers as "a t l o rd -
able," these three story townhouse devel 
opmei i is are marketed ami sold in indiv id-
uals in the wealthy middle- to upper-income 
hi at k i t s and are o n b inexpensive in their 
construct ion COSTS, not in their salts u is t . 
Overnight whole neighborhoods have been 
si aired by rows ami rows o l " t o w n h o m e s " 

wuli repetitive building designs multiplied 



?6 t u m m e i I •) M •) 
I I ,K 

BRAZOS BOOKSTORE 
Am M I %s INMIIUII in AKI MUM. I^ Hi I 

Houston 
Architectural 
Guide 
SECONO EDITION 

Houston 
Architectural Guide 
Second edi t ion 
Text by Stephen Fox 
Photographs by 
Gera ld M o o r h e a d , FAIA 
Herr ing Press. $ 2 0 

1000 architecturally signi-
ficant buildings and places, 
described, photographed 
and organized into tours 

Books can be ordered by 
phone 7 1 3 - 5 2 3 - 0 7 0 1 
or FAX 7 1 3 - 5 2 3 - 1 8 2 9 

Brazos Books to re • 2 4 2 1 Bissonnet Street • H o u s t o n , TX • 7 7 0 0 5 
w w w , b r a z o s b o o k s t o r e . c o m 

Coming in 

irexel Turner speculates on the Houston 
>f the next century. 

teven Strom recalls the Houston of 
he last century. 

ruce Webb reflects on what gives 
oday's Houston its sense of self. 

And Barrie Scardino examines how water 
shaped the face of the Bayou City. 

block after b lock, regardless ot location or 
adjacencies, l lu i l t v i r tual ly lot line lo lot 
l ine, few of the 1990s townhouse develop-
ments have uti l ized open space as ,i wax ol 
mediat ing between higher and lower densi-
ties to f o rm property separation, oi a*. ,i 
\ \ , n ot p rov id ing the ne ighborhood w i t h a 
usable landscaped street /.one. Recently, 
the city's Department o f Planning and 
Development responded to some of the 
most egregious problems arising f rom these 
developments by amending the city's I9K2 
development ordinance, requir ing garage 
setbacks, a density cap of 1~ units per acre 
.m<.\, Itest of a l l , a mechanism that w o u l d 
a l low neighborhoods on a b lock-by-hlock 
basis to pet i t ion Counci l for a prevai l ing 
I rout yard setback, thereby preserving the 
a l l - important green space facing streets. 
These k ind of p lanning guidelines sound a 
hit l ike / o i l i ng in the mak ing , and indeed 
this sort ot incremental p lanning has ele-
ments o f what was proposed and defeated 
in the city's zoning referendum of 199.1. 
The defeat o f the zon ing referendum was a 
watershed event in 1 louston's recent his-
tory, and whi le it was not the perfect ord i 
nance, its passage w o u l d have put in place 
a cohesive structure for dealing w i t h plan-
ning issues rather than the ad-hoc mecha-
nisms th,n must he relied upon today. 

The housing picture in 1990s is not a 
total loss. The so-called t in houses, frame 
houses w i t h galvanized metal siding, eoit-
centrated in the West End neighborhood 
n o r t h of M e m o r i a l d r i v e represent a 
hous ing t ypo logy that is un ique to 
1 louston, and has been recognized as such 
in the nat ional press. Likewise, a number 
ot innovat ive houses designed by talented 
Houston architects have been built in a 
variety o f economic ranges, and the archi-
tecture schools at Rice University and the 
University o f I louston have developed 
design-build studios tor exp lor ing the real 
potential for true af fordable housing. 

The best bu i ld ing and p lanning in I louston 
has more often than not come f rom the 
commi tment ot indiv iduals or groups w h o 
have held a w ide, opt imist ic view of the 
city's potential and a belief in the city as 
the source tor its future. Ib is k ind of 
patronage is represented in the preserved 
neighborhood and bui ldings of the M c n i l 
enclave, the successive addi t ions to the 
Museum o f Fine Ar ts , and the stunning 
high-rise structures that Ada Louise 
Uns tab le wrote about. That t rad i t ion of 
patronage is being carried cm in t w o 
remarkable urban projects, one well under-
way the restoration o l I [ei m u m I'.n k 
— and one in its infancy — the grand pro-
posal tor the redevelopment o l M a i n Street 
f rom d o w n t o w n to the Ast rodome. These 
projects exempl i fy a cooperat ive approach 
to I louston's future development and plan-
n ing , prov id ing models thai others might 
adapt. In the early 1990s a concerned 
group ot citizens joined in the format ion of 
the Friends ot I iermann Park w i th the 
intent ion of restoring this neglected inner-
city park. I lie O l m Partnership, a p romi -
nent Philadelphia landscape an Inlectural 

in i n , developed a complete master plan lor 
the park, proposing a number of project 
areas that .ire now being implemented w i th 
fund ing prov ided privately through ind iv id-
uals or foundat ions and publicly through 
the City o f 1 louston. 

The non-prof i t g roup M a k i n g M a i n 
Street I lappcu. Inc. recently announced the 
winner o f its invi ted compet i t ion fo r a 
" v i s i o n " plan of M a i n Street f r om d o w n -
t o w n to the Astrodome I see "'The M a i n 
Idea," page 12). The group that organized 
the compet i t ion is made up ot a coal i t ion 
o l concerned citizens w h o believe that 
M a m Street has the potent ia l of really 
becoming Houston's " m a m " street, and 

just in t ime, given the changes occurr ing on 
i it her side .it Ma in Street in downtow n, 
M i d t o w n , and beyond. Moreover, M a y o r 
Lee Brown is determined lo implement the 
tirst leg of a long awaited light rail publ ic 
transit system in H o u s t o n , runn ing along 
the M a i n Street corr idor. The challenge to 
the w inn ing team, I ' h renk ran l / , I ckstut \ ' 
Kuhn Architects of Los Angeles, and the 
sponsoring group, M a k i n g M a i n Street 
1 lappen, w i l l bo to w o r k w i t h an array o f 
pub l ic agencies, i nc lud ing M e t r o a m i the 
Texas Department of Transportation, 
developers, property owners, and business 
owners to b r ing about a cohesive p lan 
and guidelines that w i l l p roduce over 
t ime what is hoped to become I louston's 
most celebrated street. 

In some ways Hous ton has g r o w n up a 
b i t , becoming l ike many people more con-
servative in adu l thood than in you th . The 
f lu id i ty and gutsiness that Ada Louise 
I luxtahlc admired a generat ion ago is not 

necessarily a th ing ot the past, but lor now 
the vision is t oo of ten archi tectural ly nor-
mat ive or copied. Un l i ke the last b o o m , 
when a high standard of architecture w i s 
set through ind iv idua l bui ld ings, this 
boom has been characterized by a f i l l ing 
in , w i th developments bui l t on the scale o f 
larger urban models. I iowever, the arch i -
tecture that completes these schemes need 
not always be d rab or lack ing in imagina-
t i on . And given the ga l lop ing pace o f 
development, there is n o w .i greatei 
urgency to redress the patterns ot lack 
luster design. The I Iermann Park master 
p lan , fSayou Place d o w n t o w n , ,MK\ the 
M a i n Street plan can be beacons po in t ing 
the way to a new k i n d of I louston devel-
opment that is both urbane and architec-
tura l ly inspired. I f Hous to n is to regain its 
posi t ion as the city o l architecture and 
America's city o f the future, there must 
once again be the k ind of commi tment 
that promotes vis ionary bu i ld ing . The 
city's emerging desire to create its future in 
urban terms w i l l on ly achieve real success 
if its architecture embodies the k ind of 
amb i t ion it once had. • 
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Main Street early in the century, 
when it was downtown's main 
artery, and its premier address. 
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