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AT LONG U S T , HOUSTON IS DENSIFVINC. The 

evidence, once pr imar i ly anecdotal , is now 
obvious wherever yon look. A wave of 
construct ion is washing over the inner city, 
f i l l ing in the empty spaces w i t h a variety 
of new residential structures. 1 a r k in the 
current boom the locus was on apart-
ments by the b lock , w h i c h have been bu i l t 
in great numbers everywhere in I lo t ts ton, 
most notab ly in the M i d t o w n area. 
D o w n t o w n , an un l ike ly market tor loft 
conversions, lias taken n i l . qu ick ly 
exhaust ing the supply o f o ld hu ik l ings. So 
tar, high-rise residential towers have been 
sparse, but tower cranes on the hor izon 
signify new lo f t and c o n d o m i n i u m con -
struct ion on Shepherd, 111 Rice Vi l lage, 
and 011 Mon t rose . I lu i cities are not bui l t 
on ly ot apar tments, lof ts , and towers. 

Instead, the focus of this densif ication 
is set a l i t t le lower, at the t w o - and three-
story level o f the fownhouses that are 
appearing in every available empty space 
— and sometimes pre-empt ing spaces that 
are not empty. lownhouscs have become 
the symbol o f a changing communi ty , and 
a l ightn ing rod fur an o l ten rancorous 
debate' about what I iouston should, and 
w i l l , look like in the future, l o r some, it is 
a welcome step toward true urbanizat ion , a 

move in the direct ion o f a t radi t ional 
metropol is in wh ich people congregate, 
wa lk the streets, leave iheir cars at home, 
and otherwise fu l f i l l the daydreams of New 
Urban 1 sts. I n others, they sij;nal an aban-
donment nt what has made I Iouston 
unique, and an unwelcome step toward the 
death ot the bungalow, w i t h its semi-subur-
ban patch ot green f lanking the streets. But 
given the current real estate market , t o w n -
houses are probably inevitable, f e w people 
can af ford a single house on a close-in lot. 
So the townhouse has become the detank 
opt ion for the urban denizen, be she a 
young executive newly arrived to I Iouston, 
or a boomer couple w h o have iList shipped 
the last k id o f f to college. In a townhouse, 
you o w n your o w n tur f f rom the ground to 
the sky. You can walk on it, p lant on it, 
park your car on it. A reassuring wal l sepa-
rates you I rom the idiosyncrasies ot your 
neighbors, You can call it home. 

It is no longer a question of whether 
we should have townhouses. We w i l l . Hut 
what should those fownhouses be l ike, 
how should they fit into I louston's existing 
urban fabric, and what might thc\ suggest 
about I louston's future urban character? 
Most of the recent townhouse construct ion 
has looked to other times ami other places 

for its inspirat ion. And wh i le there are 
ll ssons I,. I', learned l i m n the pasl, | x i 
haps there has been too much emphasis on 
surface architectural styl ing, and m o l ink 
on how a dense bui ldmg-type can create a 
CIIV. W h u li leads 10 yel anothei question: 
1 low can I Iouston create its o w n t o w n -
house bu i ld ing t rad i t i on , one founded on 
the city's o w n distinct urban principles? 

The presstires I Iouston now faces tor more 
efficient ut i l izat ion of scarce inner-city land 
are hardly unique to this part o f Texas at 
the t u rn o f the century. In fact, they are an 
impor tant aspect of the entire history o f 
urban development that, f rom Roman 
times to the present, has resulted in inf ini te 
variations on the problem o l how to house 
more people in a l imned amount o f space. 
Excluding apartment-type construct ion and 
high-rise housing, those var iat ions have 
tended to be based on a general townhouse 
typology, one w i t h a few basic principles: 
make the lot frontage nar row on the street 
w i th units right beside each other; con-
struct t w o or more stories using parallel 
c o m m o n walls wh ich provide l ire separa-
t ion and bear the floor and root loads: and 

w i th in these boundaries, maximize the 
amount o f l ight. Front elevations are 
repeatable bays ot w indows and doors , 
iisn.illv t w o or three w indows wide and 
t w o , three, or tour stories high. Using these 
principles, builders have generated .1 var i -
ety o f t radi t ional townhouse types: burgher 
houses in Amste rdam, terraced houses in 
London , brownstoo.es in New York , brick 
row lioust-s in Bal t imore, ami painted 
Vic tor ian houses in San I'rancisco, to name 
a few. Each o f these cities developed a 
characteristic townhouse style that 
responded to local condi t ions. Of ten there 
has also been a largei scali urban strateg) 
formed by rows ot houses: the grand places 
of Paris, the squares and crescents of 
England, the alleys o l Philadelphia. 

In 17th-century Paris, the par t i t i on o l 
suburban royal estates ro prov ide housing 
lor the ar istocracy resulted in the develop 
mem of highly fo rmed urban spaces, 
beginning w i t h the Place Royale (Place 
lies Vosges) in 161)7-12 and con t inu ing 
w i t h the Place des Victo i res, the Place 
Dauph ine , an i l the Palais Royale before 
culminating with the Place Venddme 
( I d - - , but completed much later) In Jules 
Mansar t . I he Place Vendome employed .1 
novel strategy o l const ruct ing the facade 
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on a square according to an integrated 
architectural scheme, then selling the lots 
behind the w a l k to di f ferent developers. 
I his un i f o rm facade system later f l owed 

out to the Rue de K i v o l i , and eventually 
became the basis tor Baron I iausniann's 
standard apartment facade tor the boule-
vards o f 19th-century Paris. 

The speculative development ot estate 
property also drove the construct ion of 
brick terraced bouses in London in the 
17th century. Aristocrats fallen on bard 
(lines could turn their land in to income by 
subdividing and leasing the property to 
various developers, typically tor ^L ' years at 
a t ime. CConstruction of houses was con 
trol led by covenants in the lease, wh ich 
stipulated such things as un i fo rm heights, 
setbacks, and qual i ty of construct ion. 
Of ten, larger-scale archi tectura l in tent ions 
influenced the facades of ent ire blocks 
and the establishment of urban ^rcc i i 
squares. Af ter the fire of 1666, mun ic ipa l 
bylaws did much the same as the pr ivate 
covenants, specifying four grades of house 
construct ion, f r o m four-story plus base-
ment and att ic d o w n to iwo-s tory . 
Developers employed pat tern hooks that 
suggested archi tectural treatments. 
London as we love it now was buil t then. 

D u r i n g the 18th and I l ' t h centur ies, 
d is t inct ive townhouse typologies also 
evolved in the young Uni ted Slates, 
A l t hough land was st i l l abundan t , in bur 
geonmg cities such as N e w Y o r k , bos ton , 
Phi ladelphia, Ba l t imore, Savannah, and 
San Francisco, a m o n g others, there was a 
demand for greater hous ing density as 
people clustered together to he close to 
the centers of emp loymen t . In many 
Amer ican ci t ies, b locks o f these t o w n -
houses prov ided a homogeneous back-
g r o u n d that remains an impor tan t part o f 
these cit ies' urban character. 

The townhouse typologies evolved 
over a long per iod ot t ime, emerging f rom 
a balancing act between publ ic and private 
interests, speculation and regulat ion, and 
boom and bust. Du r i n g most ot this devel-
opment the same basic townhouse types 
served as homes for the wealthy, the 
emerging bourgeois, and the w o r k i n g 
J.iss, Eventually, the result ing condi t ions 
o f overc rowd ing and squalor induced by 
such dense housing were round ly cr i t i -
cized. As streetcars, then automobi les , 
made the open spaces sur rounding urban 
areas accessible, the Might o f the upper and 
middle classes to the suburbs was assured, 
dra in ing cities ot their tax base. Larger 

inner-city townhot ises were div ided to 
accommodate rental rooms, and t o w n -
house distr icts came [o be seen .is shims. 

In the 20th century, large tracts o l 
urban heritage were destroyed, in Europe 
by war t ime strategies o l incendiary bomb-
ing .\\\L\ in ibe t I.S. by post-war policies for 
bu i ld ing low- income housing. Inspired by 
the aspirations o f the modern movement, 
large sections of urban residential neigh-
borhoods were razed and replaced by high-
rise housing towers. It is only in the last 
few decades, as these housing policies 
proved an urban fai lure, that the advan-
tages o l townhotises have been rediscov-
ered. As the high-rise blocks have come 
d o w n , new townhouse districts have 
replaced them. And surviving areas of old 
townhouses have become objects o l gentri-
f icar ion. These centuries-old typologies, 
and the cities that they generate, have 
proven to work reasonably wel l for mod-
ern uses. The flexible f loor plans are adapt 
able not only to current housing prefer-
ences, Lin to commercial and inst i tu l ion. i l 
uses as wel l . 

Wha t does this have to do w i th 
I lousron's townhouses? I l istorically. not a 
great i leal . I [ouston has no long t radi t ion 
of dense housing. Ii wasn't unt i l the l'»60s 

that the city reached the requisite threshold 
density and land value to make townhous-
es appear as a housing op t ion . Surprisingly, 
the) were accepted In the market , appear 
ing in areas that were not otherwise dense, 
such as Mont rose and even suburban west 
I louston. lypical ly modest in scale and 
often only t w o stories h igh, these subur-
banized townhouses emphasized the ind i -
vidual unit by stepping the plan and vary-
ing the materials. These bui lder townhous-
es, constructed w i thout apparent benefit ol 
an architect, have weathered well and set 
tied in to a matu r ing landscape. 

Du r i n g the boom of the mid-*70s to 
mid-'KOs, architects d id get on board, pro-
ducing many interesting townhouse varia-
t ions, sometimes exp lor ing extremely tight 
Hoi •! plans or tnr i i in i in . i l images nl open 
space. In the current boom, townhouses 
have become even more ubiqui tous, w i th 
builders active everywhere inside the Loop, 
often on properties that few w o u l d have 
considered conducive to middle- or high 
priced housing. The increased demand has 
dr iven up land prices, ensuring that more 
and more exist ing bui ldings meet the 
wreckers' claws. This tune around the scale 
o f the townhouses is anyth ing bur modest, 
w i th builders often placing a four-story 
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Making Peace With Perry Homes 

By Yolita Schmidt and Gerald Moorhead 

Small chonges, big differences: 
Top photos show how the 
standard Perry Homes kitchen 
(an be transformed with new 
cabinets and color choices. 
Bottom photos reveal the 
advantages of removing trim, 
fireplace, and fan. 

Before: A light well goes through from the second to the first floor. 
After: Closed in, the lighl well become a lighl-drenched sealing nook. 

O U R FRIENDS WERE SURPRISED when we, a pair of architects, moved into a Perry Homes 
townhouse. Now filling the inner city and transforming old neighborhoods, these spec structures 
are hardly the image of quality design and construction that would attract a design professional. 

But last year, when we decided to look for a new house, we realized that land prices in our 
neighborhood at Shepherd and Alabama made building something we had designed ourselves 
prohibitive. We have lived in the area for more than 20 years and wanted to stay. Nal eager to 
lake on remodeling an old house again, we decided a spec townhouse was our only other eco-
nomic option. 

Driving to work, I watched as old tenement apartments on Woodhead came down and 16 
Perry Homes townhouse; went up. We were attracted to one unit in particular that had a north 
and-easl orientation and o large, open living and kilchen space filling the second floor. We knew 

what to expect from this type of construction and how lo make the most of a few simple changes to adapt the townhouse to our taste for a clean, modern space. 
We bought the property during framing, which allowed us to make some alterations in the Perry Homes norm, alterations Perry Homes was quite accommodating about. We had the 

fireplace taken out, giving us more wall space for books. A lighl well over the entry was floored over, providing a second-floor seating nook. Then we simplified the trim, eliminating all 
crown moldings and changing the baseboards and door trim to a simple, plain profile. These small revisions did a remarkable job of making the rooms feel more lighl and open. Since we 
couldn't gel the kitchen cabinets — marked by heavy moldings and an inefficient use of volume — changed, we replaced them after we moved in. 

We unified the three floor levels with the use of colors inspired by Mexican paper flowers on the three walls that form the stairwell: a golden yellow, intense magenla, and a 
clear true blue. A sofler sel of complementary colors derived from Frank Lloyd Wright's palette turn the sliding doors of the new kilchen cabinets into a variable, three-dimensional 
Mondrian composition. 

Like any architects, we're still making modifications. But we're pleased that we hove a suitable house lo work with, and happy we were able to change the heavy, traditional charac-
ter of the interior to a light, modern space using simple means at a modest cost. It's evidence of the possibilities inherent in even the most basic townhouse forms. Someday, builders 
may respond lo ihot evidence and provide more design choices for various tastes. Until then, sadly, the options ore few. But they're not, as we discovered, nonexistent. • 
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Poris, Plate Vendome. London, Bedford Square. 

Continued ffOtn page 2.S 
behemoth on a th i rd o f a lot . And archi-
tects w i th design ideas are mostly conspicu-
ous In i l ieir absence. 

Sti l l , th rough sheer lorce o f numbers, a 
Houston approach to townhouscs appears 
to be emerging, for good and i l l . Unl ike in 
cities such as Paris or San Francisco, where 
the townhouse type served to homogenize 
the background fabric, in 1 touston the 
emphasis has been not on un i fo rmi ty , but 
rather on eclecticism, a reflection perhaps 
of the city's hodgepodge nam re and the 
pr imacy o f the ind iv idua l house. A few 
townhouse developers have sought large 
parcels o f land on wh ich to th ink in larger 
terms, and block-size developments 
appearing on previously unused land have 
transformed the character of large parts ot 
southeast M i d t o w n . In o ther areas, such as 
the v ic in i ty o l the River Oaks Shopping 
Center, the redevelopment of smaller rracrs 
has been so pervasive that ent i re residen-
tial streets have changed f rom single-house 
scale to block after b lock o l townhouscs. 
But wh i le there have been some interesting 
interludes here and there, at the urban 
scale something is stil l missing. 
Indiv idual ism sti l l t rumps urbani ty. 

The more typical strategy in Hous ton 
has been to develop at a smaller scale in 
more established neighborhoods, subdivid-
ing as few as one or t w o lots. The geome-
try of subdivis ion and the current bu i ld ing 
restrictions dictate that a SO foot by 100-
foot interior lot can leasibh he div ided into 
two 2 s loot by 1011-foot lots — interesting-
K enough, the same lot si/c as a N e w York 
brou i is tone. Hut by placing a 20- foot dr ive 
d o w n the middle, t w o interior lots can sup-
port six townhouscs. And a single corner 
lot can lie divided into three 33- fbo l by So 
foot lots. Since a corner lot can support 
one more townhouse than a similar inter ior 
lot , and because each unit has direcl access 
to the street w i th no need for construct ion 
of a common dr ive, corner lots are the 
most desirable to developers. 

Such piecemeal development o f smaller 
properties for townhouse use can radically 
alter the texture of exist ing neighborhoods. 
No t surprisingly, owners of houses and 
bungalows object to the d isrupt ion of scale 
and density, the v io lat ion o l prevai l ing set 
hack lines, and the long shadows cast by 
high walls caused by the incursion of t o w n -
houses. The revised development ordinance 
at least gives property owners who are not 
otherwise protected by deed restrictions an 
opportunity to enforce prevailing setback 

lines, and this in itself can greatly discour-
age developers. Hut in the VIK\. you cannot 
make a denser city out o f the exist ing bun 
ga low texture, and since Hous ton w i l l be 
denser, something has to give. 

Perhaps a solut ion for I louston's urban 
g row th lies in encouraging the latent pat-
tern of " b o o k e n d " development, capitaliz-
ing on the exist ing predilection ot t own 
house developers t oward the more efficient 
corner lots. Imagine a pattern where rows 
of consistent townhouscs occur along the 
short block col lector streets, and act as 
"gatehouses" to single-family houses on 
quieter long block streets. Small adjust-
ments in the p lanning ordinance could fos-
ter such g r o w t h , whi le further discouraging 
development on streets where strong hous-
ing patterns already exist. I lere one might 
hope that designers could learn the tr ick of 
tu rn ing the corner w i t h an effectively 
designed unit for that special locat ion. 

Hut if the city is beginning to develop 
an urban pattern based on the townhouse, 
it has yet to create much of a townhouse 
style. I he designers o l m o d e m t o w n -
houses have to contend w i t h several p rob -
lems not faced by o lder bui lders. The 
niosl hasii of these is bow to ileal w i t h 

the au tomob i le , at least t w o o f wh ich are 
typical ly attached to each dwe l l i ng un i t . 
The accommodation of a 20-foot-wide 
garage, w i t h its accompany ing door, dr ive , 
and curb cu t , has been wide ly seen .is 
detr imenta l to the pedestrian character of 
the street, especially in a uni t that itself 
may be only 20 feet w ide. The prob lem o f 
the garage is not unprecedented, however. 
Even histor ic townhouscs exh ib i t raised 
f loor levels, as a way to get away f rom 
the d i r t and odor o f the street and to pro-
vide a lower service or basement f loor, 
w i t h bridges across the coal chute and 
steps up to the entry level. So the d i l f i eu l -
u is less the need for a garage than h o w 
the garage is bandied. Here , some design 
insp i ra t ion is cal led for, to shi f t emphasis 
f r o m the garage to the entry and the 
f loors a b i ne . I he piano nuhile is a great 
t r ad i t i on . At least L\\\ au tomob i le cntrv al 
street level impl ies some connect ion to 
the street. A more egregious an t i -u rban 
re lat ionship that has appeared a long w i t h 
ma in ' new townhouscs is a wa l l facing 
the street, shu t t ing o f f completely any 
connection between the public and the 
pr ivate rea lm. 

Another design d i f f icu l t ) is the general 
thinness o f current construct ion and mate-
rials. Th is thinness arises not so much f rom 
the lightness o f the w o o d frame — which is 
often crit icized .is being somehow made-
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Subdivision of Houston lots lor townhouse construtlion. 

quate, when in fact it is an extraordinari ly-
strong and , i l properly mainta ined, durable 
bui ld ing system — but f r om the th in 
veneer and w i n d o w systems that are too 
often used along w i t h it. A brick bearing-
wa l l , as t radi t ional ly used, is 12 to IK inch-
es thick or more, whi le a modern brick 
veneer on a w o o d frame is S inches th ick, 
and the ubiqui tous I M S — external insula-
t ion f inish system, commonly called by the 
trade name Dryvt l — is one inch over I he 
frame. The real problem here is nor the 
thinness itself, but how builders have react-
ed to it, wh ich is to use I l l s ' plastic char-
acteristics to apply a cake icing o f decora-
t ion to the entire bui ld ing. Typical ly, these 
decorations violate all rules of classical 
ornament , good taste, and general 
restraint. A n d , on the subject o f inappro-
priate and excessive ornamenta t ion , can't 
we do w i thou t those goofy parapets and 
those l i tt le precast keystones above every 
w i n d o w and door.' 

Trad i t ional w o o d double-hung w i n -
dows have visual depth and shadow, whi le 
their contemporary a lum inum counterparts 
have frame, mu l l i on , and glass all essential-
ly in the same plane, result ing in a certain 
flatness. In add i t ion , the entire window is 
sei ,u ihe surface o l the sheathing, mak ing 
it very close to the exter ior veneer. In 
English terraced houses, w indow recesses 

o l nine inches or more were required by 
regulation to min imize the interior's expo-
sure to burn ing embers. Though burn ing 
embers aren't a serious urban problem any-
more, the shal low depth they led to 
remains appealing. A window manufactur-
er could do a real service b) designing a 
window w n h some thickness to n thai 
wou ld not be prohibi t ively expensive. 

Hut there is a much deeper difference 
between the t rad i t iona l townhouse and its 
modern Hous ton counterpar t than th in 
w i ndows and over-decorated surfaces. It is 
.[ basH phl l i isophu ,ll , l i l l i : i l u e , . I I I . I .1 
crucial point to address if I touston is ever 
to discover its o w n townhouse bu i ld ing 
t r ad i t i on . In the case of the t rad i t iona l 
townhouse. each single propertv has tend 
ed t o be seen as a part o l a greater urban 
cont inu i ty . T rad i t iona l townhouse bui lders 
subscribed to a c o m m o n vision o f the city. 
The design of their bui ld ings came f rom a 
body o f c o m m o n experience, a t rad i t ion 
o l Construct ion often expressed in pat tern-
books. Houses l inked together to f o rm 
Streets, and streets combined to make 
cities. Consistent bu i ld ing hues, mater ials, 
and w i n d o w types and sizes made each 
townhouse a piece ot the larger u rban 
who le , a backdrop to the variety o f life 
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"Bookend" pattern ol Houston townhouse development. 

that occurred not just inside, but also out-
side on the streets. Hvcn 1 touston develop 
ers of the l lJ20s and ' ?0s had such a 
vision: the bungalows many people love so 
much were the developer products o f an 
earlier per iod. 

Hut in Hous to n today, a single t o w n -
house is more l ikely to be seen as the u l t i -
mate expression ot the i nd i v i dua l , even 
though it may be designed by a developer 
t r y i ng to d is t inguish himsel f in the mar-
ketplace, l-'.ach townhouse , or g roup o l 
townhouscs , can shout , " H e r e I a m . " A 
c i t j generated by this a l t i tude is an accu-
mu la t i on ot disconnected local episodes, 
each compet ing tor a t ten t ion . I ron ica l ly , 
th is approach does l i t t le to support a 
publ ic discourse. Rather, it enables the 
ind iv idua l to t u rn w i t h i n , to pursue his 
interests in pr ivate. 

A n d what about the architects? Either 
by bui lders ' d is inc l inat ion to uti l ize their 
services, or the architects' d is inc l inat ion to 
prov ide them, architects have not been 
involved to any great degree in the current 
round ot townhouse p roduc t i on . Hnl even 
more fundamenta l ly , architects may be 
dis incl ined to engage in anonymous ci ty-
mak ing . The architect is t ra ined to sec 
each bu i ld ing as a cr i t ique o f the status 
q u o , a w o r k o f ar t . Expression and novel 
l \ are lughK valued and rewarded. l o 
look at hous ing as part of the urban fab-
r ic , however, requires the opposi te po int 
of view. I he architect must par t ic ipate in 
an ongo ing process, must accept tin- pr io i 
steps in the evo lu t i on , and then improve 
upon them to pass on to the next stage 
o f deve lopment . 

What thai means I « n! ses in 
I loustoi i is simple in concept, it di f f icul t in 
execut ion. It means look ing to what others 
are doing not in order to come up w i th 
something radically different, but in order 
to conic up w i t h something compat ib le , i t 
means nol endless sell-expression, but an 
active search lor a I touston style, or at 
least a I [ouston approach. 

Wha t should that style, that approach. 
be? There are no easy answers, b i l l there 
are some urban principles that might serve 
as guidelines, l ischew novel ty; embrace 
repet i t ion and bui ld lor the cont inu i ty of 
the urban fabr ic; address the street; keep 
the facade simple; restrain embel l ishment; 
use good materials ami concentrate ihem 
where ihey w i l l do the most good . A n d in 
a city that is g row ing ever more dense, 
where the space between people is shr ink-
ing as the connect ions between them 
expand, always strive to do one th ing: 
Respect your neighbors. • 


