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An e x a m i n a t i o n o f how t h e 
e x p l o s i v e g r o w t h of t o w n h o u s e s is 
a f f e c t i n g H o u s t o n , w i t h an e s s a y 
by DANNY SAMUELS on w h a t m a k e s 
a g o o d t o w n h o u s e , | | a l o o k at t h e 
h i s t o r y of t o w n h o u s e s in t h e c i t y 
by STEPHEN F O X , H l a n d an a r c h i -
t e c t ' s r e i n v e n t i o n of a P e r r y H o m e s 
t o w n h o u s e by GERALD MOORHEAD. 

P l u s , BRUCE C. WEBB t a k e s a w a l k 
d o w n M o n t r o s e to i n v e s t i g a t e t h e 
e v o l u t i o n of an u r b a n s t r e e t . 

the Architecture of O'Neil l o rd : 
Celebration of ['lace hy D.itul Dillon. 
Austin: University of Texas I'ress, 1 <>')<>. 
tjg pp, $<<>.>)<;. 

Reviewed In' tirtice (... Webb 

David Dil lon, the architecture critic for 
the Dalles Momma News, opens this live-
ly biography of O'Neil Ford at the end. 
with the architect's funeral on July 22, 
19K2, at Trinity University's Margarirc H. 
Parker Chapel, a building designed b} 
11 ird in the 1450s, It was a pretty upbear 
occasion — "vintage Ford, witty and also 
slightly self-conscious," according to 
Dillon. The author reconstructs a scene 
replete with a jazz hand providing a down 
home, spiritual background and Ford's 
cronies delivering eulogies that, together 
with Dillon's commentary, foreshadow 
much of what the rest of the book is 
about. "The mourners," Dillon writes, 
"probably did not know that lo rd had 
orchestrated the final act of his autobio-
graphical drama .is deftly as he had all the 
previous ones. Hired the band, hand-
picked the eulogists, even designed the set 
and written the program notes." 

Dillon's hook, a comfortable, mostly 
anecdotal commemoration ot the man 
who lias sometimes been credited with 
giving 20th-century Texas an architecture 
of its own, would have fit nicely into that 
festschrift, fol lowing the recipe for popu-
lar biographies, Dillon slices his subject 
three way-, and works each ot them into 
the dust jacket's text: The man ("O'Neil 
Ford" in big white letters); the work 
("The Architecture" m little black letters); 
and the meaning ("Celebration of Place" 

— a phenomenological concept — 111 little 
red letters). Of the three, the story oJ the 
man is the most compelling. Discussions 
ot the buildings lord produced over a 
very prolific career are concise ami often 
descriptively sharp, but they rarely t.iki .1 
central place in the narrative. And as a 
book about place. The Architecture of 
O'Neil Ford lacks serious philosophical 
perspective, mainly because Dillon tends 
to rely on lord's bluster and homilies and 
comments from lord's Texas friends as 
his primary sources. 

lord's life is an interesting read, l i ke 
most Americans who grew up with the 
20th century, he experienced a lot of 
changes in his lifetime. Some of them 
were personal (from country boy — "The 
I lick from Pink H i l l " — to city operator 
— "Citizen of the World"). More impor-
tant were the cultural transformations 

that saw America (and especially lexasi 
evolve from a nation of small towns and 
rural attitudes into a nation of cities. 
Architecture, too, changed in response to 
the slutting economic and cultural con 
text. It was changed by new technologies; 
it changed in response to new lifestyles; 
and it changed as the result of new ideolo-
gies and new aesthetic visions, many ol 
them imported from Europe. 

Architecture can be an excellent trope 
for examining these shifts, as Mark 
I lewitt admirably demonstrated in The 
Architect and the American Country 
House, which chronicles the dissolution of 
architectural gentility that was brought 
about by the modernist movement and its 
collusion with modern technology, but 
that sort of broad perspective exists only 
as background in Dillon's book. The ques-
tion is, what makes Ford's career stand 
out from the careers of all the other 
American architects who were wrestling 
with the problem of how to make mod-
ernism palatable to a public that still har-
bored yearnings for the traditional and 
the regionally picturesque? Dillon never 
answers that question in a satisfying way; 
instead, he simply circs lord's kinship to 
internationally famous architects such as 
( lurlcs lames, Pietro Ilelluschi, F.cero 
Saannen, and, especially, Alvar Aalto, 
each for somewhat different reasons. 
("friendly critics sometimes described 
lo rd as "the Texas Aalto,' a compliment 
that he appreciated without being seduced 
by it," Dillon wrires.) Unfortunately, he 
never takes the reader very far beneath 
the surface of these allusions. Instead, 
with more than a whiff of parochialism lie 
circumscribes his subject as a "Texas orig-
inal" and "an unaffected native son" who 
learned from Texas and created buildings 
that embodied the "Texas genius loci," 

fo r fo rd , who lacked both academic 
training in architecture and an academic 
sinecure, architecture was always a 
response to opportunity. 1 le didn't have 
the luxury of sitting around developing a 
theoretical fix on things and then waiting 
for a chance to come along to put that lis 
to use. I le developed his theories on the 
fly, in project after project. Maybe in 
between there was time for him to charge 
his regional batteries by slipping out to 
some small Texas town to see the historic 
buildings. Or time to look at architectural 
magazines, lord comes across as a native 
genius who had a deep appreciation lor 
the traditional forms and the indigenous 
materials and customs of Icxas, some-
thing he demonstrated in numerous small 
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projects where craf t and human scale 
cou ld dominate a hmld inn . Me thought ot 
himself as a builder, h r a t ^ m n about 
" lea rn ing his craft in the noise and d i r t o f 
the bu i l d ing sire instead o f the class-
r o o m , " and was fascinated less by the 
abstract qual i t ies of bui ld ings than by 
their mater ia l sensuality and funct iona l 
sensibi l i t ies. I le came to view modern ism 
f r o m a regional pc r \pec t i \ c . and sought 
appropr ia te ly Texas ways t o be modern . 

But b ig commiss ions such as the 
Semiconductor Bu i ld ing fo r Texas 
Instruments ( O ' N c i l f o r d and Richard 
i I'lley, 195K) and the l owe r o f the 
Americas for the San A n t o n i o I lenustair 
(Ford Powel l and (..arson. 1968) cal led for 
a d i f ferent k ind ot response. W i t h Ins 
technically gi f ted partner R ichard C.'olley, 
f o r d exper imented w i t h innovat ive con-
s t ruct ion technologies — rh in shell con-
crete, sl ip f o rm ing , bicycle wheel root 
structures, lift slabs — and w i t h new 
organizat iona l ideas such as the interst i t ia l 
space concept , wh i ch he devised for Texas 
Inst ruments. In his larger bui ld ings Ford's 
w o r k began to lose some of its regional 
touches, and became almost unrecogniz-
able f r o m the w o r k of o ther architects 
w h o were also using these new bu i ld ing 
techniques. As the projects got bigger they 
also became more po l i t i ca l , frequently 
put t ing l o rd ' s ambi t ions as an architect at 
odds w i t h his belief in the impor tance of 
conserving his state's heritage. Public 
stands against bu i ld ing San Anton io 's 
N o r t h Expressway and the demo l i t i on o f 
histor ic bui ld ings at that city's I Icmisfair 
made Ford the center o f controversy and 
m s i h im commissions. Fi w a r d s the end 
o l Ins l i fe, D i l l on wr i tes. Ford talked 
about w a n t i n g to " j u n k al l the big s tu f f " 
and re turn t o "des ign ing houses and 
churches, the w o r k on wh ich his repma 
don was b u i l t . " 

l o r d looms large as a k ind o l prole-
ta r ian , w o r k i n g u ian 'sa rch i tec t -w i th -a t t i -
tude w h o not on ly wasn' t a f ra id t o speak 
his m i n d , but seemed to take considerable 

pleasure in do ing so. 
He personif ied a gen-
erat ion of architects, 
perhaps best exempl i -
fied by Prank L loyd 
Wr igh t , w h o were 
conf ident almost to a 
faul t and w h o dealt 
out impo l i t i c op in ions 
and cr i t ical patter as 
easily as they turned 
out design d rawings . 
I M I J ' S targets were 

both abstract and pract ica l : eclect ic ism, 
Babbi t ry , romant ic dreamers, pol i t ic ians, 
and other architects whose views he d id 
not share. I le was par t icu lar ly hard on 
the post-modernists , saying in a 1978 
interv iew, " A lot o f the stuff we see go ing 
up a round us, the bui ld ings most of ten 
picked up and popular ized by the archi-
tectural press, are s imply t r i v ia l . I t is 
smart-ass archi tecture. It is even insul t ing 
arch i tecture." One can only wonder wha t 
he w o u l d have to say about the current 
archi tectura l scene. 

Another th ing 1 wondered as I read 
th rough Di l lon 's vo lume was, is this book 
really necessary? The quest ion was 
p rompted by the fact that another book 
on l o r d already exists, one that is bo th 
more scholar ly and more tho rough than 
Dillon's, Mary Carolyn Hollers George's 
O'Neil For i / . Architect i 1 W . Texas 
A & M Universi ty Press) includes lists o f 
l o r d ' s numerous associates and an anno-
tated catalogue o f his projects, and is in 
many ways a super ior study o f the archi-
tect. In his preface, D i l l on acknowledges 
George's book in passing before sett ing 
ou t his in tent ion to f i l l w h a t he terms a 
gap in recountings o f Ford's career by 
concent ra t ing on Ford's archi tecture and 
" t h e signature projects that make h im 
such an in t r igu ing f igure in the evo lu t ion 
o f Amer ican mode rn i sm . " St i l l . D i l lon 's 
book seems to pursue its predecessor l ike 
a reporter cover ing a story lor a popu lar 
audience, m in i n g f rom w h a t came before, 
render ing it in a qu icker and less pedantic 
style, then add ing m more focused, c r i t i -
cal discussions of arch i tectura l projects. 
In the end. i f D i l l on fo l lows George a l i t -
tle t oo c loseb. there are, nevertheless, 
subtle differences in [l ie way die t\\ o 
au thors ' shape their commentary , d i f fer-
ences that make the t w o books reason-
able compan ions for someone seeking to 
k n o w as much as possible about the 
paradox ica l Mr . Ford and his con t r i bu -
t ions as archi tect , mentor, preservat ionist, 
and act iv ist. • 
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