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Local Competition 

Students and professionals collaborate to find the best plan for Mandell Park 

Above; Mandell Park in its 
current incarnaljon, looking 
west loward Lucky Burger. 
Top Background: Keiji Asakura 
began planning for a new 
Mandell Park by having his 
student collaborators rtrow loose 
si hematics to get a leel lor the 
different aspects of Ihe space. 
Opposite Page, Top: Asakura 
Robinson's winning plan tor 
Mandell Park 
Opposite Page, Bottom; A 
view of the proposed park 
[rom ihe soulhwest corner. 

It's not rhat unusual tor a large publ ic 
project to take advantage of cbarrettcs 
or competitions to pit ideas against each 
other in search of the one that works 
best. But for small projects—say, a t .22-
acre pocket park tucked away in the 
Museum District—such things are rare. 
The complexity of setting up a competi-
tion, not to mention the cost, tend to be 
considered tun much work lor a relatively 
tiny enterprise. 

I hanks, however, to a group .it inter-
ested residents, a halt dozen Houston 
architectural firms, and architecture stu-
dents from the University of Houston's 
Gerald D. I lines College of Architecture, 
Mandell I'.uk. a modest swath ot green 
space at the corner of Richmond and 
Mandell. received a level of attention that 
similar spaces can only dream about. A 

one-day charrettc, weeks of collabora-
tion between professional and aspiring 
architects, a competitive exhibition at a 
neighborhood art gallery, and a final vote 
to select the preferred plan resulted in a 
proposal that, if built, could give the city 
a memorable new gathering spot. More 
important, though, it could provide simi-
lar spaces across Houston with a model 
to follow, one that could potentially 
result in more interesting approaches to 
urban design. 

Actually, to call the current Mandell 
Park a "park" might be to stretch the 
term a bit. It's closi i to a blank slate wait-
ing lor something to be written. The space 
was originally purchased in the late IVSOs 
as a potential site for a branch public 
library. When, instead, the branch ended 
up in a renovated church on Montrose 
near Richmond, the land at Richmond 
and Mandell was allowed to lie fallow, 
devolving into a place for weeds to grow 
and trash to be dumped. 

It wasn't until 1^42, when a group 
ol concerned neighborhood residents 
took on the daunting task of clearing the 
property and keeping n clean, that the 
potential of the area started to become 
apparent. On the southern part of the 
property an organic community garden 
known as Meredith Gardens was estab-
lished; and then, in 200.?, the northern 
part was cleared of concrete and debris 
by the city when the Library Department 
transferred ownership over to the Parks 
ami Recreation Department. 

That transfer was marked by tin- land 
officially being designated Mandell l'ark, 
and over the next couple ol years the 
neighbors who had unofficially been 
keeping the place presentable morphed 

into an official non-profit known as 
friends ol Mandell l'ark and began think-
ing about its Inline. 

\ i is statement « is drafted that 
called for the park becoming a place of 
"respite where people can come to relax 
and enjoy the c]iiitc solitude of nature 
and art." In order to figure out how to 
make that happen, some of the friends 
started talking to the Parks Department 
and architects who [bed or worked in the 
neighborhood, among others. Ihe sugges-
tion they got was to hold a charrettc. 

"To be honest, we had ilu idea what 
a charrettc was," says Skip Almony, 
president of Friends of Mandell l'ark. 
But then he was put in touch with Rafael 
I ongoria, whose architecture f i rm, 
l.ongoria/l'eters, has its office not far from 
the park. I.ongona, an architecture pro-
lessor at the University of Houston, pro-
posed having a modified competition that 
would include a charrettc To help bring 
local architects on board, he suggested 
pairing the professionals with his fourth 
year students. 

The idea was intriguing enough to 
get six firms—five landscape architecture 
firms and one architecture firm—to sign 
onto the project. Included were Clark 
Condon & Associates, White Oak Studio. 
Environments & Company, The Office 
of James Burnett, Brave/Architecture, 
and eventual winners Asakura Robinson. 
In a one day gathering at the University 
of Houston last tail, professionals ami 
students met with member of Friends of 
Mandell l'ark and others to net a sense of 
what area residents wanted, then broke 
oft into groups to come up with prelimi-
nary plans, which were later displayed for 
more comments. What followed was 
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some two months ot work to develop 
more finished proposals, models of 
which were then exhibited at the Anya 
Tish Gallery in October. Residents 
were given ballots to vote tor the design 
they liked best, and then the final choice 
n| a pi,us was made In members ol die 
Friends ol Mandell Park board lotlowmg 
one last presentation at the University 
of I louston. 

According to Almony, the choice was 
a close one between the design created 
by (lark Condon & Associates and the 
Asakura Robinson proposal, both were 
admired lor their "sinuous" approach, 
«Inch tied ihe various elements ol the 
park together in an organic manner 
that reflected the inllueiice ol Mcrcdiih 
Gardens, which would remain the center-
piece oi the park. But ultimately Asakura 
Robinson's idea ot a curved, see-through 
pergola facing Richmond and a grassed 
mound lor visitors to recline on, along 
with an enhanced Meredith Gardens and 
a winding walkway, won the day. 

bringing the ideas of firm principals 
Keiji Asakura and Margaret Robinson. 
and students Keith Chan and Marianne 
Do, to life will still require fundraising and 
a considerable amount ol work, lint since 
the project was designed to be built in 
segments, it necessary, friends ol Mandell 
Park board members leel confident they 
can ultimately bring it into being. 

A bigger question might be whether 
what they accomplished at Mandell Park 
can be realized at other parks across 
I louston. Keiji Asakura notes that his 
linn's '••..ii I, on the park proj< 11 turned 
out to be more time consuming than he 
anticipated, and that it's not something he 
could do that often. 

Still, Asakura thinks thai the model 
of a charrette tied to a competition could 
be a good one for other park groups to 
strive toward, especially if architecture 
students could be involved to lessen the 
load on the professionals. To that end, 
Friends ol Mandell Park is thinking about 
putting together a booklet detailing their 
experience, going through the mistakes 
they made and the successes they had, tor 
others to learn from. 

It's not an easy path to follow, 
admits friends of Mandell Park's Almony, 
and at times it can seem more than a 
little daunting, but once the results come 
in. he says, M.U realize it's worth the 
work. — Mitchell J. Shields 

Future Menil Facility 
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PERSPECTIVE FROM INTERSECTION OF MANDELL AND BONNIE BRAE 
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