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O N L E A V I N G T E X A S 

o s e l l e n B r o w n 

It's high summer and, even in Houston's 
most emphatic season, I am saying a 

reluctant good-bye to Texas alter 1.1 
mars. Now that I am l iv ing a few blocks 

m the lake that gives Chicago its extra-
linary physical uniqueness, I am 

minded daily of one of the t w o charms 
[I missed in Houston — mountains and 

ler (the bayous hardly count ) . A 
Diversity of Houston architecture stu-

[ once illustrated a begui l ing l i t t le 
ik of Houston stories w i t h photos o f 

fthecity behind which he'd inked in a 
scrim of fictional mountains, i Mira\ El 

o with skyscrapers! 
One does learn to live w i t hou t all 

but man-made beauty in Hous ton , to 
y, "That RcpublicBank Bui ld ing is real 

nice." Some days are lovely enough, 
lomc neighborhoods and vistas extremely 
pleasant. But, to be honest, in al l my 
wars there, every t ime I returned f rom a 
trip to a city more handsomely endowed 
by nature, I came home angry and had 
to wait until my life recaptured my 
attention, t i l l the feel and look o f my 
days became again relatively, not abso-
lutely, tolerable. 

But my not-so-brief sojourn in Texas 
has left fond indelible marks in my mem-
ory, and this seems a good moment for a 
valedictory recounting of what I've found 
talking there. 

lid bttde l i y w , Hotiilon. Photo by Won bolt™. 199; 

Close to home, the least dramat ic , but 
the place whose loss gives me the deepest 
pa in, is my ne ighborhood. M y Saturday 
morn ing r i tua l included a long spell of sit-
t ing on the eement-and-brick steps of my 
l i t t le wooden bungalow, one o f the gray-
and-wbi te Men i l cottages w i t h their ver-
nacular " eve r yman " feel, that face the 
ascetic Ro thko Chapel and the unadorned 
facades o f the University of St. Thomas 
dormi tor ies . The light that f i l tered 
through our large magnol ia and pecan 
trees was perfectly softened; the tempera-
ture o f the long comfor tab le season was 
ideal unt i l late in May , when the smarmy 
season begins. A lovely in fo rma l peace 
prevailed a round the loosely contro l led 
space of the Men i l " c o m p o u n d " — neatly 
cropped grass and park, home to count-
less happy dogs; the author i ty (moral as 
well as visual) of the Harnett Newman 
Broken Obelisk that stands over the 
chapel's dark -bot tomed reflecting poo l ; 
and the relative silence o f the university 
/museum block. The neighborhood is 
perfectly scaled; both pr ivate and publ ic 
in feel, archi tectural ly sub unpretent ious, 
casually but not carelessly tended: w i t h 
all its oxymoron ic impl icat ions, a 
l ively oasis. 

I spent many an hour there, sur round-
ed by my cats, facing ou t , because neither 
the peace o f my fenced yard , the dead 

calm of the suburbs, nor the intrusive 
urban buzz o f the inner city can provide 
the interest o f a street where many pass, 
but quiet ly, not in c rowds, where some-
th ing might happen — a wedd ing party 
breaking ou t th rough the doors o f the 
R o t h k o (in latter years the scene o f too 
many AIDS-rc lated funerals); a passing 
fr iend out for a s t ro l l ; a busload o f eager 
tourists look ing dow n (rum their great 
height. Though it is hardly the most opu-
lent, the corner at Branard and Yupon is 
the one 1 always considered the most 
favored in Hous ton . 

M y perambulat ions around the state 
were not thorough or part icular ly unusu-
a l , but I have twice wr i t ten under d i a l 
lenge for the New Yurk T imw 's "Sophis-
t icated Traveler" about places my p rov in -
cial Eastern edi tor at tempted to convince 
me d id not exist. One is the Port of 
Hous ton . ( "But Hous ton isn't a po r t ! " ) 
Tha t por t was the cu lm ina t ion o f an 
almost secret mosey in a canoe d o w n 
Buffalo Bayou f rom way west in Katy, 
through burgeoning woods , amid birds 
and fishes, r ight under the roar ing 610 
l o o p , so near and yet so far f r om 
Nciman's , between the only natural ly 
steep banks in t o w n , al l the way in to 
the city (a t r i p n o w interrupted by the 
stepped waterfal ls in the back yard of the 
Wort ham Center), and on to the rusty 

hulls of the big ships and industr ial reali-
ties o f the Turn ing Basin. A l l this is part 
o f the unglamorous, not-for-sale Hous ton 
unseen by the casually dismissive eyes o f 
convention-goers and passers-through-the-
a i rpor t -and- the-Gal ler ia , l ike that N e w 
York editor. 

The other watery d o m a i n , so close 
that it's nearly comniutab le , is the Big 
Th icke t , u n k n o w n to a surprisingly large 
number of Houstonians. A peculiarly 
fragmented set of habitats east of the 
lyr ical ly named O l d and Tost r ivers, the 
Th icket , w i t h its deep darkness and fecun-
dity, is an instruct ive discovery to anyone 
whose stereotyped vision of Texas makes 
the whole state desert and co t tonwoods . 
( )l all us ma in parts (separated now In 
the insensitive surgeries o f commerce), for 
me the most memorable was a boggy 
meadow of pitcher plants, stretching their 
slender, p ink-ve ined, carnivorous throats 
to the sky, l i teral ly as far as I cou ld see. In 
general the entire area, beginning around 
the B r o w n w o o d subdivis ion in Baytown 
and the submerged communi t ies nearby, 
long since abandoned to encroaching 
waters, has left my imaginat ion piqued. 
Panthers cry ing in the forest, strangl ing 
ropy ty-ty vines looped tree to tree, waxy 
f lesh-colored cypress knees pok ing out o f 
a swamp — this is the Texas o f seep and 
f l ood , nor dust and sunl i t f i re, fur t ive, 
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lonely, haunt ing, It is hard in it to believe 
the stories of ghostly presences alive and 
hidden among the trees there. Beaumont 
photographer Keith Carter's enthral l ing 
book of photographs. The tillie Man, 
honors the mysterious place and its in-
habi tants, and, yes, the feeling that it's 
overseen by invisible, intangible witnesses, 

Big Bend, of course, deserves to be its 
o w n state, i f not its o w n country . To this 
day, mayhe ten years since my single visi t , 
I cannot see a ful l moon w i t hou t recall ing 
the Christmas when we sar bathed in 
wh i te l ight in the nearly intolerable heat 
o f the hot springs at midn igh t , our hands 
d idd l ing over the side of the brick enclo-
sure that was once the foundat ion o f a 
health resort bu i ld ing (ten cents a day, 
we heard) in to the icy Rio Grande, We 
leaped into our nightclothes to keep the 
w a r m t h in and drove hell-bent back to 
our campsite and in to our sleeping bags. 
D am n fools we were, t oo , camping out in 
December. A few weeks later we read 
that a couple of hikers perished out there 
in a sudden snowstorm. 

I am notor ious in my fami ly for being a 
lighl seeker. 1 suspcel I'm an undiagnosed 
SAD (seasonal affective disorder) sufferer. 
In any event, I rarely w o r k at a desk 
because I'm doomed to fo l low i l lumina-
t ion around the bouse, setting myself 
d o w n before the brightest w i n d o w as 
the l ight changes overhead. So Texas is a 
series of l ight and dark spots for me: 
open highway, al l sky, too stark in sum-
mer to be stared in to ; the endless beach at 
Mus tang Is land, where everything is whi te 
— gulls, sand, ho r i zon ; the but ter f ly 
museum in Hous ton , rain forest in a si lo, 
sunny and damp, g low ing vegetation and 
t i l ted delicate wings; my dai ly dappled 
walk up and d o wn the live oak corr idors 
of N o r t h and South boulevards, l ight/ 
shade, l ight/shade in stripes and polka 
dots on the cobbled paths. 

M y memories of Rice are o f a beaut i-
ful deserted campus, l ike a lovely face 

kept too sheltered for character lines. The 
Universtry of Houston I remember as a 
serviceable, unintrusive habitat du t i fu l l y 
planted and tended, unobject ionable and 
uninspired, epitome of the w o r d "pleas-
an t . " Th is is nor a matter o f class; no one, 
after a l l , w o u l d call the Universi ty o f 
Texas campus inspired. 

I have a sense o f the desultoriness of 
Mon t rose , o f o ld thick red li l ies, graceless, 
w o r n a round the edges; w o o d ro t t ing in 
the subtropical dampness; so much ram-
shackle deter iorat ion east of Mon t rose , 
and so many val iant homeowners gussy-
ing up their houses w i t h Vic tor ian doors 
and e f for t fu l gardens nor th of A labama. 
The dr ive to Intercont inental A i rpo r t on 
H ighway 59 , w i t h its d i lapidated houses 
and homemade commerce (palm readers, 
Pentecostal churches, shaky l i t t le business 
es), was in such contrast to the endlessly 
unscrol l ing name-brand clones mak ing 
Interstate 45 so depressing that I stayed 
o f f it on the way to the a i rpor t except 
under duress. 

Houston is where I first saw good 
restaurants in concrete shopping malls; a 
house w i t h a huge plastic mustang rearing 
on its l a w n ; and neighborhoods w i t h dry-
cleaners on every block. Who le plazas, 
where every store feels l ike a t r iv ia l luxu-
ry, provide park ing that is ugly and ub iq-
uitous and free, wh ich has made me unf i t 
for Chicago, where I must now commi t 
what feels l ike my entire salary to unbur-
den myself ot my car just to eat a meal or 
see a movie. Texas is where I saw my f i rst 
heart-stopping sunsets, and blankets o f 
blue and orange and yel low a long the 
highways in spr ing. Those bluebonncts 
ot Lady Bird |ohnson's are arguably the 
most impor tant cont r ibu t ion of any First 
Lady since Eleanor Roosevelt. 

I louston is where a concrete-sided 
bayou runs s t ink ing alongside all those 
streets that begin w i t h liraes. Though 
I 'm not sure I believe i t , I've been to ld 
that Brae is no t fake Scottish but some-
body's name — Bray. Hous ton is where 
Cilenwood Cemetery makes a park o f 
genuine and serious beauty, r ight in the 

shadow of the skyscrapers and the far less 
elegant plots of Sixth Ward . Houston is 
where my heart seizes up when I dr ive 
around the otherwise undist inguished cor-
ner of R ichmond and Buffalo Speedway 
near the Summit , where the Rockets gave 
me supreme moments of joy when I 
hadn't realized I cou ld care so much 
about a ball and a hoop — part ly, per-
haps, because the thrust o f the big city 
was there w i t h us, C L U T C H C I T Y signs 
in our car w indows . I devout ly hope the 
Rockets don ' t abandon the Summit , 
wh ich is a comfor tab le ami modest 
bu i ld ing w i th terr i f ic sightlines. 

Trade-offs: I wish a greater variety of 
heat-hardy f lowers could survive in Texas 
gardens. I never got over my suspicion 
thai more people ought to try, at least, to 
nur ture a less conservative hor t i cu l tu ra l 
m ix . I wish there were decent radio sta-
tions in Hous ton . Talk-free K U H F is 
no th ing less than a scandal compared to 
nearly every stat ion in the NPR network . 
But there are marvelous cafeterias. 

H o w does one compare? 1 wish rherc 
were more sol id o ld houses, and I 'm 
hardly the first to dream of a live d o w n -
t o w n accessible by decent publ ic trans-
por ta t ion . Nonetheless, I louston is the 
most convenient huge city in the nat ion. 
Th is is not just a matter of space and 
speed of movement: when a repairman 
says he'l l be there, he shows up on 
t ime. Unless you're stuck on a freeway, 
Houston gets out o f your way. Possibly, 
i f it had a more aggressively interesting 
prof i le , it w o u l d be more intrusive. New 
York and Chicago pay for their texture: 
they do get in your way. 

When we drove nor th toward 
Chicago, Texas held us nearly half the 
way. Bui ldings along the h ighway border 
were humble , low-rent , wood-s ided. Signs 
promised things I hadn't thought about 
needing: "Wor ld ' s Finest Co ld W e l d ! " 
Li t t le churches beckoned us w i t h clever 
invi tat ions to salvat ion: "Forget about 
Jesus i f you can only come to H i m weak-
ly . " W h y w i l l fr iends-at-a-distance never 
learn there aren't many cowboys here? O r 

conversely, how do they reconcile these 
rather disparate misapprehensions — 
that L louston is only slick glass building 
and oi l - r ich tycoons l i v ing in absurd 
palaces furnished w i t h art they don' t 
understand? And why w i l l those friends 
never comprehend how it is t l i . i t , its 
reputat ion not w i ths tand ing (glitz., crime 
roaches, mechanical bulls and the Churti 
o f Footbal l , o i l wells on every lawn, refii 
ery fires, presidential assassins w i th tele-
scopic sights on their r i f les, a lot of Wcs 
Texas lope and drawl ) — we can alrcatfi 
miss it so deeply? • 
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Highway 105 Liberty County. Plnlo'fi ItolMmtw, 1990 

"This is the Texas of seep and flood, 

not dust and sunlit fire, furtive, lonely, haunting. 

It is hard not to believe the stories of ghostly presences 

alive and hidden among the trees there." 


