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A bod lit? Some in ihe Sixth Word tomploin thai Ihe modern design by 
architects Chung and Cheung Nguyen for o house in ihe Sixth Word is 
inappropriate for a historic district. 

pAS7imperfect 
In the Sixth Ward, 
the question is raised — 
can modern design and 
historic preservation 
mix? 

B Y D A V I D T H E I S 

The Nguyens say thai in some elements of their 
design, such os their porch, Ihey drew on Sixth 
Ward antecedents. 
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This irio of houses 
itiowi ihe modest 
natu/e of muih of Ihe 
residential eithitei-
ture In Ihe Siilh 
Word. Stm Ihe 19th 
century il has been 
a working-class 
neighborhood, Slid 
the houses reflect 
that lad. 

beh ind are rare ly larger t ha n 6 0 0 t o 
1,200 square feet. 

The Six th W a r d remained essentially 
intact over the decades largely because it 
remained economica l ly modest, or at the 
very least, diverse. Hous ton 's wes tward 
g r o w t h pudd le - jumped the ne ighbo rhood , 
bypassing its most ly Hispanic (w i t h some 
Asian I residents, as we l l as the urban 
pioneers w h o began m o v i n g there in the 
1970s and 1980s, leav ing them happ i l y 
f o r g o t t e n . Hut as the d o w n t o w n b o o m 
continued, 50 by 100 square- foo t lots 
reached values o f $ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 , sudden ly 

the Six th W a r d , l i ke i ts c o m p a n -
ion wards , a t t rac t i ve In townhouse d i 
velopers. N o longer are bui lders in the 
S ix th W a r d l ike ly t o be con ten t w i t h 
erec t ing s ing le- fami ly dwe l l i ngs that are 
c o m p a t i b l e in terms of massing w i t h the 
cottages a r o u n d t h e m . So the Six th 

he's re fe r r ing t o h o w open his design is t o 
its ne ighbo rhood . The house has p lenty 
o f w i n d o w s , and a second f loo r balcony 
that a f fords a w ide v iew of the nearby 
d o w n t o w n sky l ine. The house w i l l also 
be f ron ted by a garden that w i l l be o n 
p rom inen t publ ic display. 

But the handmade signs in the yard of 
the house across the street also remind 
them o f "where they are." Emblazoned on 
the signs are messages such as " M C - = Had 
Design" and "Bui ld ings lake That One Arc 
Destroying Ou r Histor ic D is t r ic t . " 

W i n is this house garner ing so m u c h 
at tent ion? The sign-, no tw i t hs tand ing , it's 
not because it's poor ly conceived. Indeed, 
given the recent wave o f townhouse con -
st ruc t i on , some of it rang ing f rom lack-
luster t o grotesque, t h roughou t the inner 
c i ty , how cou ld any one structure be sin-
gled ou t as par t i cu la r ly ugly? 

thanks to the city's toothless 
Historic Preservation Ordinance, all of the city's his-

toric districts are more or less endangered. But none is 
more endangered than the Sixth Ward. 

IN A CITY SUCH AS HOUSTON, a c i ty that gener-
al ly has l i t t le use fo r the past , w h a t is 
the best way to preserve a n d m a i n t a i n a 
h is tor ic d is t r i c t? O r does the c o m b i n a -
t ion of " h i s t o r i c d i s t r i c t " and H o u s t o n 
make fo r an a u t o m a t i c o x y m o r o n ? 

These quest ions have been asked 
lately, and heatedly, a b o u t the O l d 
Sixth W a r d , wh ich is bo th the ci ty 's most 
a rch i tec tu ra l l y in tact 19 th-century 
n e i g h b o r h o o d , and its mos t endangered 
h is tor ic d i s t r i c t . 

W h y endangered? W e l l , t o begin 
w i t h , t hanks to the c i ty 's too th less 
H is to r i c Preservat ion O r d i n a n c e , \vhii_h 
permi ts d e m o l i t i o n o f a b u i l d i n g recom-
mended lo r h is to r i c des igna t ion af ter a 
90-day w a i t i n g p e r i o d , all o f the c i ty 's 
h is tor ic d is t r i c ts are more or less endan-
gered. But mine is m o r e endangered 
than the S ix th W a r d . T h a n k s t o a c o m -
b ina t i on o f economics and geography , 
the Sixth Ward o f the I'Jth cen tury — 
the oldest homes in the w a r d date back 
to the 1860s — was essential ly a w o r k -
ing-class n e i g h b o r h o o d whose res idents , 
a su rp r i s ing ly d iverse lot in terms of 
race and re l i g i on , tended t o w o r k fo r 
the nearby ra i l roads . A n d w i t h a few 
notab le excep t ions , the houses they left 

W a r d is hav ing t o face the issue o ther 
par ts o f the c i ty have s t ruggled w i t h — 
h o w to m a i n t a i n h is to r ic ident i t y wh i le 
b u i l d i n g fo r the fu tu re . 

Th i s economic pressure has come Late, 
S ix th W a r d was perhaps too close to 
d o w n t o w n to generate the k i n d of ongo-
ing interest that p lagued the Fou r th 
W a r d , w i t h its u l t imate ly fatal p r o x i m i t y 
to A l len Parkway, M o n t r o s e , and River 
Oaks . But the Sixth Ward 's locat ion on 
the nor thwestern edge o f d o w n t o w n has 
f in. i lK b rough t "Bu l ldozers at the G a t e , " 
as a Houston 1'rcss cover p roc la imed, and 
many o f the ne ighborhood 's residents are 
n o w .i I most l i teral ly up in arms. 

Just h o w m u c h hel l d o they raise? 
Ask the Nguyen bro thers , C h u n g and 
C h o u n g , whose archi tecture f i r m M C -
desiL;iml t in house erected .it I 90-1 I )e 
ca tu r Street. T h e house is p robab ly the 
most scrut in ized — and cr i t ic ized — p r i -
vate home in recent I louxton history. O r 
ask M a m l o p e / and Chr is t ine H a r d e n , 
their c l ients, w h o have caught b o t h grief 
and encouragement abou t the look o l 
their new house. 

"A rch i tec tu re is about be ing aware of 
where you a r e , " says C h u n g , the publ ic 
face o f M C ' . W h e n Nguyen says this. 

In fact , many o f the Six th W a r d resi-
dents w h o object to the M C 2 bu i l d ing 
don ' t do so because they t h i nk the design 
is in t r ins ica l ly f lawed. (Lee Krause, the 
sign-maker, however, is one w h o does. In 
a hear ing before the Hous to n Archeo-
logical and H is to r i c C o m m i s s i o n , he 
referred to i t as "h i deous . " ) Some p ro -
testers come r ight o u t and cal l the a rch i -
tecture " i n te res t i ng . " St i l l , they don ' t 
th ink its exuberance, massing, roo f struc-
tu re , and other i tems w o r k in the Sixth 
W a r d , w h i c h is an unusual ly low-key his-
tor ic d is t r ic t . N o captains o f industry 
bu i l t mansions here, no fu ture governors 
at tended D o w L lementary. It's not West-
m o r e l a n d Place, i n o the r w o r d s , n o r 
Galves ton 's l a s t End , The S i x t h W a r d 
does no t r e m i n d you of a bygone auc's 
g lor ies , bu t ra ther o f its neigh bur l iness 
and sense o f c o m m u n i t y . 

I t 's t ha t c o m m u n i t y tha t Lopez a n d 
H a r d e n hoped to be pa r t of . T h o u g h 
some o f the i r ne ighbors - to -be object to 
their house, the coup le insists they 
aren ' t deaf t o the desire f o r ne ighbor 
h o o d c o n t i n u i t y , or l o r p reserva t ion of 
the S ix th Ward 's h is to r i c character . 
Indeed , i t was precisely these charac ter -
ist ics tha t a t t rac ted Lopez a n d H a r d e n 

to the area in the f i rs t p lace. 
Lopez and H a r d e n , and the brothers 

N g u y e n , a l l say they admi re and respect 
the Sixth W a r d , and feel exci ted and hon-
o red to be w o r k i n g and prepar ing to live 
there. Both the archi tects and the home 
owners say they are sensitive to the Sixth 
Ward's un ique fabr ic ; they ' re just add ing 
their o w n s t rand . 

C h u n g N g u y e n can p o i n t t o v i r t u a l l y 
every de ta i l o f his house and show h o w 
i t ref lects e lements o f the s u r r o u n d i n g 
bui ld ings. " T h i s is the most site sensi t ive" 
new cons t ruc t ion possible that doesn't 
s imply ape the convent ions o f 100 years 
ago, C h u n g says. He contends that 
despite his project 's size — three-stor ies, 
w i t h approx imate ly 3 ,000 square feet 
mi l ler t w o roots, one higher than the 
other — it is in effect "a cot tage raised 
on c o l u m n s , " and adds that the gable 
st ructure, w h i c h some have f ound con t ro -
versial , is inspired by the roofs o f nearby 
houses. O ther elements, such as the f ish-
pond that w i l l catch ra in runo f f From the 
metal r oo t , are taken f r o m Texas mot i f s , 
in th is case the horse t rough . Lee Krause, 
the ne ighbor w h o pu t up the signs, may 
be chagr ined t o learn that the side of the 
house tha t faces h i m , w i t h its porch and 
down-s lan ted roo f , is in fact in tended as 
an echo o f his o w n porch and roof . 

Some, t hough not a l l , architects are 
enthusiast ic suppor ters of the M C ] 2 

design. When the N e i g h b o r h o o d Asso-
c ia t i on asked arch i tec tura l h is tor ian 
Stephen box to speak at the second pub-
lic hear ing on the house, they may have 
expected tha t , as a noted preservat ion is t , 
lie w o u l d dccr\ the cons t ruc t i on . In-.ii ad, 
I ox spoke favorab ly o f the pro jec t , 
though he does w ish " i t were [ w o stories 
instead of th ree . " A n d H a r r y Cende l . an 
architect w h o recently w o n a C o o d Br ick 
A w a r d f r o m the Greater I l ous ton Preser-
va t ion Al l iance for m o v i n g an 1885 Vic-
to r ian house to a vacant S ix th Ward lot 
just a b lock away f rom the M C - bu i l d -
ing , may have some reservations about 
h o w closely the house abuts its nex t -door 
neighbor, but in general he th inks M C -
has "gone to great extremes to reflect on 
the n e i g h b o r h o o d . " 

Because cr i t i cs on b o t h sides o f the 
fence can look at the same b u i l d i n g and 
see ei ther beauty or beastl iness, a slogan 
used .is .in insult b\ one camp catl he 
taken as praise in another . Randy Pace, 
the ci ty 's preservat ion of f icer, w h o urged 
d isapprova l o l t in design, has cal led the 
M C - design "a 21s t -century house in a 
19th-century n e i g h b o r h o o d . " C h u n g 
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On Sabine Stieel, David and Benny Ansel) mixed the old and the new by preserving their house') historic exterior, above, while insetting a modern inferior, right. 

«S 
Nguyen doesn't disagree with this assess-
ment. " I t is a 21st-century house," he 
says, "hut it's rooted in neighborhood, 
Houston, and Texas tradit ions." 

Considering how fierce the passions run 
on buth sides, it's surprising to see how 
much the camps for and against M C * 
agree on. Neither group would want to 
tear down an historic structure — the 
M C - house is being built on what was a 
vacant lot — and both agree that the 
way a house relates to the street, and 
therefore to its community, is of utmost 
importance. 

hut on one crucial issue they do dis-
agree: How discreetly should new con-
struction present itself to the passerby? 
t ine alternative to the M C - approach is 
offered by | .D. Barrel 1, the Historic-
Conservation Officer of the Old Sixth 
Ward Neighborhood Association. His 
and his friend Charles Stava's restora-
tion ot the Kubn house on Kane has 
gone beyond mere " lov ing." The house 
is something of a shrine to its original 
inhabitants, whose portrait greets visi-
tors at the door. Bartell and Stava are 
currently working to return the home to 
something even closer to its original state 
than they've already achieved. Bartell is 
an extraordinarily well-informed amateur 
preservationist — Harry C.iendel says 
Bartell can "look at a piece of wood and 
tell you if it came from Montalbano's and 
when." Ciendel adds that " | . D . is trying 
to come up with a philosophy of compat-
ibility based on massing, materials, set 
backs, and scale." 

Bartell's assessment of the M C 2 

hotise is that while it lias its stand-alone 
merits, the structure doesn't pass his 
simple test for new construction com-
patibil ity in a historic district. "Arch i -
tectural excellence is not the issue," he 
says. "Preserving the historic communi-
ty is. New houses should fade into the 
background." 

That is exactly what the M C - house 
does not do. And its straightforwardness 
forces the question of whether a new 
hotise in an historic district should be 
entitled to comment on its venerable 
neighbors, or instead step back discreetly 
and wait its turn to speak. Or more to 
the point: should it be forced, via a 
strengthening of the city's historic preser-
vation ordinance, to keep a low profile? 

Many who care about the quality of 
urban life in Houston argue that the city 
needs a much stronger Historic Preser-
vation Ordinance, one in which "no 
means no." That is, if a design is not 
approved by the Houston Archaeological 
and Historical Commission, it simply 
won't be built, just as it wouldn't be built 
in the King William's neighborhood in 
San Antonio, or in the Vieux Carre of 
New Orleans, or in virtually any other 
designated historic district in the country. 
The neighborhood activists clamoring for 
a stronger Historic Preservation Ordi-
nance say they only want "national stan-
dards" for historic districts, as deter-
mined by the U.S. Department of the 
Interior, ro be applied to I louston. 

Ron Rrnrich, a Dallas-based preser-
vation consultant who also sits on the 
Dallas Landmarks Commission, says that 
the national standards don't call for sim-
ple replication of existing designs — and 

in fact, replication does not meet national 
standards — but they do insist that new 
construction nor be jarringly contempo-
rary. Dallas, of course, has a strong pre-
servation ordinance, "the strongest in the 
Mate," in I nincli's estimation, and he 
says that new neighborhoods are continu-
ally petitioning the city for historic desig-
nation. In Dallas, historic preservation has 
been good for business. 

Al Mor in , President of the Old Sixth 
Ward Neighborhood Association, says, 
" I f we could just get as strong an ordi-
nance as Wichita Palls has, I'd rest easy." 
Interestingly enough, MC-'s clients, Lo-
pez and Harden, also support a stronger 
ordinance. " I f the ordinance were strong-
er," Lopez says, "at least the rules 
would be clear." 

This kind of unanimity can't help hut 
raise a question — it there were a stronger 
preservation ordinance, just what kind of 
historic-district home construction would 
it be most likely to encourage? 

Replicating a traditional style wi th , for 
example, a neo-Victorian or a neo-Queen 
Anne would seem to be the path of least 
resistance. In fact, Harry Ciendel ruefully 
admits that when the time comes to build 
his own Sixth Ward house, " i t ' l l be some-
thing non-controversial." But the idea of 
simply copying a style provokes its own 
passions. Lopez and Harden grow heated 
when they discuss the idea, claiming that 
such mimicry is what the neighborhood 
association really wants. "Style control," 
Lopez calls it. "They can't stand modern 
design. It'd be nice if we could talk about 
that," he says. "Let's acknowledge the 

realities of the way we live now." 
For architect Cameron Armstrong, 

still smarting from the opposition his 
metal houses faced in the Sixth Ward 
two years ago, favoring the building ol 
neo-Victorians means that "only one 
subjectivity — middle-class white — is 
allowed, and everything else is written 
out of history." By simply reconstructing 
a partly imaginary past "we wind up 
fabricating a false history, creating con 
fusion, and winding up with a theme 
park." According to Armstrong, metal 
buildings did in fact exist, as storehouses 
for a bakery, in the very space where his 
metal houses now stand. The idea that 
such humble buildings don't count as 
parr of the neighborhood's history — 
that they are termed "nonconrributing" 
— incenses him. 

Others, such as Stephen Pox, are 
amenable to well-done replications. On a 
recent drive through the Sixth Ward, Pox 
pointed out a particularly badly done 
neo-Victorian, then praised a iie.nln 
neo-shotgun house that George and Liz 
McMi l l in of MCiVI Resources are build-
ing. "They took a real house type of the 
neighborhood, rather than a fantasy neo-
Victorian." Pox said, and executed it very 
thoughtfully. 

The whole question of neo-Victorians 
in the Sixth Ward is touchy. There are 
authentic Victorians in the neighbor-
hood, '>l course, but the) were rare, li i 
rely too heavily on the neo-Victorian 
would falsify Sixth Ward history, and at 
the same time drive up property values, 
as happened in the I leights, and this is 
what critics say the neighborhood associ-
ation wants to do. 
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One oppioaih to hiitnritolly lompotible lonitruilion hoi been faux Vitlorioni, whi(h some t r i l iu deride oi being out of Male ond (Karaite! with the Sixth Word's history. 

Neighborhood activists bristle .it such 
charges. Many of them — Bartell, Morin, 
Stephen Kirkland (who together with 
Annisc Parker and two other partners lias 
restored and leased 12 properties in the 
area), and others — say that economic 
diversity, the current mix of middle-class, 
upper-middle-class, and low-income 
Hispanic and Asian inhabitants, is as 
important to maintain as architectural 
cohesiveness. And given the amount " t 
time and effort many of these people put 
into Avenue Community Development 
Corporation projects, such as the mixed-
income Washington Courtyard apart-
ments on Washington Avenue, the accusa-
tions that what Sixth Ward activists really 
want is a homogeneous, middle-class-
atul-above neighborhood seem off base. 

But not everyone in the Sixth Ward is 
an activist. Some residents grumble that 
they don't want their tax dollars going to 
projects designed to keep low income peo-
ple in the neighborhood. "I've always had 
to live where I could afford to live," says 
one resident. "And it wasn't always nice." 

settled on the Sixth Ward as their new 
neighborhood almost by accident. They 
simply wandered in off Houston Avenue 
while our driving, and immediately fell 
in love with the area's unique intimacy. 
I heir narrow, brick-paved street is per-
haps the coziest in town. They bought 
three houses, moved into the comer 
house, and rented out the other two. 

They knew their living situation 
would not be permanent , and conrem-

the ne ighborhood." When it became 
clear that they needed considerably more 
space for both their family and for 
Benny's studio, and for David's mother, 
who was coming to live with them, they 
chose not to build a new house, but to 
instead turn their current house over to 
David's mother and then renovate the 
other two houses, one to serve as benny's 
studio and an office for David, and the 
other as their home. 

respecting a neighborhood's historic context 

is no impediment to good design, 

and historic preservation is 

"not a straitjacket" for architects. 

Is there a third way to build in a Houston 
historic district? Is there a type of design 
(hat is simultaneously, and paradoxically, 
contemporary, humble, and exciting? An 
experiment on Sabine Street, also tn the 
Sixth Ward, is at tempting to answer that 
question. There, child psychologist David 
Ansell and his wife, artist and teacher 
Benny Ansell, have bought a row of small 
but historic houses, one ot which they are 
converting into a contemporary home — 
from the inside out. In June IV98, they 
decided to move out ot Montrose, and 

plated put t ing up a new home. David 
Ansell says tha t if they had proceeded 
with the new construct ion at that t ime, 
they "probably would have done some-
thing like M t ' - . " Tha t is, they would 
have put up an ambi t ious building tha t 
reflected the young couple's creativity. 

Bur living in the ward had its effect 
on them, and as time passed their dreams 
became more modest. Or, depending on 
your point of view, they became more 
ambit ious in a quiet sort of way. "We've 
changed," David says. "We wouldn' t just 
build our dream house. We'd think about 

This last house dates from the 
I KKOs, and was "probably remodeled in 
the teens," according to David. This 
s tructure was "a tiny three-room cot-
tage ," that obviously needed expanding 
to accommodate the family. Working 
with architects Daniel Dupuis and (iary 
Fades, and with Neighborhood Asso-
ciation President Al Morin as cont rac-
tor, the Ansells kept the original cot tage 
as their living area, gut t ing it and taking 
out the at t ic , which was replaced with a 
vaulted ceiling. I nun the street, this 
al teration is not noticeable. The Ansells 

took great pains to respect old mater i -
als. For example , windows were taken 
apart and restored, rather than re-
placed. They also built a discreet addi -
tion at the back of the house to serve as 
extra living space. 

A passerby might not look twice at 
the Ansell house. But a guest walking 
through the door for the first time 
would likely do a double take when see-
ing the post-industrial overhead walk-
way. 1 his arduous blending ot old and 
new has made the house into a kind of 
laboratory, according to architect f ades . 

"f:oi ten \ i .ns |'\ e madi a stud) "I 
how contemporary architecture L.UI be 
neighborhood friendly. Clan you in truth 
Fuse contemporary architecture with a 
given neighborhood's style?" he asks. 

Also, can you make a family ol four 
— who can afford to have more space — 
fit comfortably into less than 1,300 
square feet? 

F.ades says his and Dupuis' design 
answers those questions in the affirma-
tive. However modest it is on the outside, 
the work has been "artistically stimulat-
ing" to him as an architect, despite the 
fact that he is a " b o m a nil bred mod-
ernis t ," that is, an architect w h o has to 
this point in his career been looking for 
" tha t house on the hill that would let 
me make a s ta tement ." Atter surviving a 
bout with throat cancer, Fades sees him-
self as older and wiser. The Ansell house 
works , he says, "because I've learned to 
rein in my exuberance . " 

Looking for a me taphor to describe 
his own experience of convert ing the 
Sabine house, and making the old new 
again, David Ansell d raws on his own 
profession. "People come to me, as a 
psychiatrist, with their histories, their 
concerns . But they have to discard 
some things" to be healed, just .i*. his 
house had to "discard some th ings" to 
become viable. 

Al Mor in , one of the most e loquent 
defenders of the Sixth Ward's front-
porch-friendly way of life, says that the 
Ansell house proves that respecting a 
ne ighborhood ' s historic context is no 
impediment to good design, and that 
historic preservation is "no t a strait-
jacket" for architects . But this being the 
Sixth Ward, not everyone agrees with 
that assessment. Chung Nguyen won-
ders about keeping the shell of an old 
house, but gut t ing and modernizing its 
interior. "Is this really historic preserva-
t i on?" he asks. " O r is it a farce?" 

It is obviously a potent thing, this 
business of rrying to not only honor the 
past, but to keep it alive. If you take it 
seriously enough, it will haunt your 
dreams. These are ghosts we're talking 
about , after all. t v e n David Ansell, after 
taking so many pains to honor what 
used to be, still feels regret when he 
looks on his soon-to-be-restored house. 
•Nobody will ever see it again exactly 

the way I d id ," he notes with a touch of 
sadness. "We've changed it." • 


