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Busing Up to Rail 
Brace C. Webb 
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Southeast Transit Center, Scottcrest at Old Spanish Trail, 1986 , Metro with Nathelyne Kennedy and Associates, architects. 

Something there is that doesn't love the 
bus. Workhorses of most metropolitan 
transit systems, they appear as prosaic. 
Third World versions of public transporta-
tion; representing a relatively small invest-
ment and low public commitment to 
permanence, they also rarely contribute-
much to a city's picture of itself (London's 
distinctive red double-deckers are the 
exception). Riding the bus can be a real 
slice-of-life experience, in a public piazza 
on wheels where the inquiring demogra-
pher can pick up snippets of conversation 
on everything from politics, sports, and the 
weather to personal fortunes and misfor-
tunes above the grunting, chugging, 
jangling background of bus noises. I heard 
one man hold forth on umbrellas from his 
side scat .it the front, talking nonstop to 
just about anyone who would listen. When 
one listener got off, he picked up the same 
conversation with the next passenger who 
climbed on. He claimed there was a room 
lull nl lost umbrellas somewhere in the 
Metro organization - umbrellas left behind 
on the Metro buses. "They say you can 
go there," he continued, using that tone of 
voice people use when they're sharing a 
secret, "and if you can prove you're poor, 
they'll give you one free." One of the 
passengers asked the driver if this was true. 
The bus driver said he didn't know, but it 
wouldn't surprise him. 

There are books celebrating the romance of 
rail travel (including subways) and clubs 
dedicated to sharing the nostalgia, studying 
the engineering, and collecting the memo-

rabilia of machines that ride the rails, but 
the bus usually slips through the imagina-
tion like a coordinating conjunction in an 
awkward, malformed compound sentence. 

Buses are an interfering presence on city 
streets, where they clearly do not belong. 
Carrying the burden of the city's public 
transportation load, not to mention serving 
as the primary agent of social reconstruc-
tion plans for the public schools, they ply 
the roads like mechanical bull elephants -
clumsy, noisy, smelly, menacing, and 
always in the way of their sleeker and more 
nimble road mates. Part of the bus's 
problem is simple physics: the big mass of 
the bus creates incredible inertia that must 
be overcome in starting, stopping, or 
turning a corner. And starting and stop-
ping are what the bus is all about in the 
city: there's a red, white, and blue signpost 
at every corner. The driver applies the 
brakes, steers the bus over to the curb, 
and - fighting all that protesting inertia -
brings it to a noisy, bone-rattling stop. 
As you ride you build up an automatic 
reaction, shifting weight, Hexing counter-
balancing muscles, to keep your scat. Then, 
starting up again, the strain of the revving 
engine and the inevitable road bumps 
vibrates through thousands of loose metal-
lic parts, setting up an interior din like a 
discordant one-man band. Since they move 
among the other vehicles on the city's 
streets, subject to delays, traffic jams, 
accidents, and stoplights, buses have a 
reputation for unreliability and tardiness. 
Unlike railbound vehicles, which shuttle 

along on their own predetermined rights-
of-way - smoother territory designed for 
their special needs and scale - the bus is 
made to wander through labyrinthine 
routes loosely grafted onto the city's street 
and highway map. 

Recognizing some of these problems 
prompted the Metropolitan Transit 
Authority in the late seventies to embark 
on a plan to make a place for the bus. The 
plan called for the creation of a set of 
separate transitways, paralleling major 
freeways, along which express buses could 
whisk unimpeded by rush-hour traffic, 
shuttling long distances between remote 
park-and-ride lots and transit centers 
within the city - in effect, an attempt to 
make bus transit behave like a rail system. 
Presently there arc four transitways in the 
Metro system, which take their names from 
the freeways they support: Katy, North-
west, North, and Gulf. 

The system works well, at least until the 
buses leave the privileged territory of the 
transitways and disgorge into downtown or 
other congested areas of the ciry, where 
their efficiency falls off rapidly. The 
situation shows the logic behind Metro's 
long-range plans: buses would navigate the 
vast suburban hinterlands, where a lack of 
density militates against the use of rail. 
The confluence of routes along the major 
freeways would be handled on high-speed 
express lanes, linking to transfer centers 
inside Loop 610. Once inside the denser 
and more congested urban core, a rail 

system supported by local buses would take 
over: passengers would transfer to rail cars, 
which would traverse the densest urban 
corridors on grade-separated rights-of-way. 
Leaving aside the difficulties of persuading 
1 loustoniaus to forgo (heir automobiles 
for a commute that would involve at least 
three modal changes - car to bus to rail 
(and probabb a heft> walk by this city's 
standards) - the composite system has a 
large measure of engineering logic. 

One of the key elements in the Metro bus 
plan has been the development of suburban 
park-and-ride facilities that will coordinate 
with six transfer stations ringing down-
town, thus avoiding the congestion that 
would result if all bus transfers were tar-
geted in the center city. Metro's first park-
and-ride lots were opened in leased facili-
ties in the 1970s. Since then the program 
has grown to include 21 lots, with several 
more planned for the next five years, 
making Houston's park-and-ride system 
one of the largest in the country. The 
Kuykendahl lot is the most frequently 
used, with nearly 5,000 passenger trips re-
corded daily. Lots on the Katy Freeway at 
West Belt and on the Southwest Freeway ai 
Bellaire Boulevard presently show the least 
passenger traffic. Metro's planning staffers 
have been diligent in evaluating the lots, in 
a sense writing their own manual on what 
makes a park-and-ride program successful. 
Among the most important factors are 
competitive bus-versus-auto travel times, 
the lot's visibility from the freeway or a 
major street, its accessibility from residen-
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Greenway Plaza Transportation Center, 
on the underground parking deck in 
Greenway Plaza, 1990 , The Whitney 
Group, architects. The architecture and 
graphic design suggest a kinship with the 
London Underground. 

tial areas, and its location in relationship to 
critical congestion points along the 
commuter route. 

New Metro transit facilities are developed 
from detailed engineering studies and 
design criteria prepared by Metro staff, 
then let out to various engineering and 
architecture teams, which provide the 
designs. Metro's bare-bones criteria, 
stressing cost control and functionalism, 
left the designers little to work with, 
particularly in the case of the early, turnkey 
park-and-rides, each little more than a 
large, fenced parking lot with a security 
tower and small sheltered waiting area. The 
more recent transfer stations also subscribe 
to the functionalist axiom that a transit 
station should look like a transit station, 
but with much better results. Most of the 
shelters are based on a highly resolved 
engineering approach composed of a 
tectonic vocabulary of coordinated struts, 
frames, and connectors supporting light-
weight canopies of various materials and 
configurations. The problem for the 
designers is a miniature of the dilemma 
facing designers of any transportation 
facility: they must seek to express on the 
one hand a kinship with the technology of 
the system and on the other a sense of the 
locale, be it city, region, or neighborhood. 
It's a problem that got a good workout 
in the first hundred years of railroad 
architecture, when the point of view of the 
architect was at war with that of the engi-
neer. The resulting railroad stations were a 
hybrid building type combining wide-span 
train sheds demanding the best engineering 
skills available with passenger service 
buildings designed in the picturesque or 
Beaux-Arts tradition - in a sense combin-
ing a house for the train with a house for 
the passengers. 

But romance has always endowed the 

railroad with a sense of wonder and 
adventure, and railroad stations in the 19th 
century became the symbols of the age. 
The reincarnation of mass transportation 
in the form of the bus in 20th-century 
Houston leaves the architects and engineers 
with a much less ambitious program and 
philosophical agenda. Although sometimes, 
as in the case of the Victorian station 
proposed for the Heights, the architects 
have pulled together a theme design related 
to the prevailing architectural aspirations of 
the surrounding neighborhood, the stations 
are for the most part engineered solutions — 
unadorned, cost-conscious technical 
constructions set in their asphalt drives and 
landscaped gardens. While the worst of 
them have an ad hoc, temporary appear-
ance - the kind of sensibility you might 
find on a military base - the best exhibit a 
no-nonsense style, clarity, and sense of 
purpose that make them stand out to 
advantage against a context of inchoate 
strip development and ersatz settings. The 
near-in transfer stations, particularly the 
Southeast Transit Center on Scotrcrest at 
Old Spanish Trail (Metro with Nathelyne 
A. Kennedy and Associates, 1986) and the 
Eastwood Transit Center on Lockwood 
near the GldJ freeway (Metro with Morris 
Aubry Architects, 1988), are as orderly as a 
timetable, presenting an image of conve-
nience, safety, and legibility that well serves 
Metro s aspirations lo become known foi 
providing first-class bus service. Unlike the 
little signposts marking corner bus stops, 
these stations seem capable of engendering 
more expansive thoughts of a real future for 
mass transit in Houston. 

Metro's passenger facilities seem to have 
made the most of their extremely limited 
programs, showing a concern for ease of 
use (park-and-ride lots provide generously 
sized parking slots and wide accessways), 
safety, ease of orientation, and protection 

from the elements. But where there would 
seem to be a natural relationship between 
transit stations (some handling as many as 
5,000 commuters a day) and a whole range 
of amenities and symbiotic businesses and 
concessions including coffee bars, fast-food 
restaurants, dry-cleaning outlets, and 
newsstands, even day-care centers and car 
repair shops, Metro's approach has been to 
focus purely on transit, with the result that 
the stations all share the feeling of estrange-
ment and disconnectedness that is endemic 
to Houston's urban composition. Officials 
cite studies that show there is not enough 
traffic to support these businesses, but they 
leave open the option to create such 
concessions in places that can serve both 
the transit stop and high-volume roads 
nearby. The Kdgebrook park-and-ride is 
already temptingly close to a McDonald's 
and a donut shop next door, but is sepa-
rated from them by a tall and forbidding 
wire-mesh security fence. 

Metro's approach runs counter to the 
prevailing principle for successful mass 
transit planning: recognizing the symbiotic 
relationship between transit and centers of 
activity and the concomitant economic 
benefits that accrue to properties located 
adjacent to transit stations, the federal 
Urban Mass Transit Authority (UMTA) has 
in recent years emphasized the importance 
of public-private partnership projects in 
transit development. As loosely defined by 
UMTA, joint development is any private-
sector contribution toward public transpor-
tation that either reduces the system's 
operating or construction costs or increases 
its ridership. Such partnerships can be 
important in helping to integrate transit 
into the life of the city, facilitating the 
creation of major mixed-use urban places 
by building upon the accessibility of transit 
routes and stations. UMTA's publication on 
joint development describes several such 

projects in which transit undertakings have 
provided an impetus for urban develop-
ment and redevelopment, plugging the 
system more directly into the city through 
a variety of urban design projects including 
housing, major office complexes, and 
shopping centers. 

The new transit center that opened at 
Greenway Plaza in mid-September comes 
closer to realizing these objectives, as it ties 
the transit network to an existing employ-
ment center. The $600,000 center, 
financed by a $400,000 federal grant and 
the rest coming from private interests, has 
been hailed by city officials as a mode! for 
the next decade's transit projects. Located 
on the parking deck, the 4,300-square-foot 
station interconnects parking with the 
Underground Concourse level of the 
Greenway complex and offers, in addition 
to Metro service, nonstop shuttle service to 
the city's airports, ticketing service for 
Continental Airlines, bus pass sales, and 
direct phone lines to hotels and car rental 
agencies. Patrons from surrounding 
neighborhoods who wish to use Greenway 
as a park-and-ride can park underground 
for three dollars a day. 

But for the most part Metro has viewed 
transit as a reactive measure, developed 
independently from strategies for economic 
growth and development - not surprising 
in a city that has no tradition of compre-
hensive planning. Even more, Metro seems 
obsessed with the kind of orderliness and 
neatness that comes from reducing com-
plex problems to simple terms of systems 
engineering and cost efficiency. This shows 
in the lack of such simple amenities as rest 
rooms (often inserted as an afterthought, as 
were the portable toilets positioned in the 
unshaded park-and-ride lots), drinking 
fountains, or soft drink machines at the 
stations as well as the stringent rules 
outlawing food and drink in Metro 
facilities in order to reduce cleanup costs. 

The result is transit facilities as neat and 
clean as any in the country. But if Metro 
takes the same purified approach to the 
planning and design of its rail stations, the 
hoped-for urban design improvements and 
place-making potential of the rail system 
will be minimal. Metro's development of 
bus transit as a warmup for a major rail 
system shows the need for comprehensive 
planning and more ambitious urban design 
schemes to fully integrate the system into 
the city. A serious commitment to plan-
ning will no doubt show an increasingly 
important role tor public transit as well. 
Metro's technical staff has demonstrated an 
ability to create an efficient system and to 
commission attractive public architecture 
and graphic design with which to make the 
system more visible. But unless the system 
is considered as an urban design and place-
making enterprise rather than simply an 
engineering problem, it will never achieve 
an integral relationship with the city. 
Instead it will remain a more or less elegant 
conduit, drifting through the city and 
linking noplace to nowhere. • 

Eastwood-Lockwood Transit Center, 
adjacent to the Gulf Freeway near the 
University of Houston, 1988, Metro with 
Morris Aubrey Architects. 


