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Westbuiy Square (William F. Worlhom, Ji, archilecl, 1960) in livelier days 

areas in the t w o decades f o l l o w i n g the 

Second W o r l d War, fueled by construc-

tion of Loop 610, Sharpstown Mall and 
its eponymous subdivision, and white 
flight from Riverside Terrace. Although 
Weingarten Realty briefly flirted with 
the idea of a 340,000-squa re-foot shop-
ping center on the 33-acrt corner of West 
Bclforr and Chimney Rock, the firm 
dropped the plan, designed by Wilson, 
Morr is and Cram, probably because what 
they hoped to build was too much like the 
nearby Meyerland Shopping Center. 

Happily, the Weingarten departure 
was Berne's big opportunity. The asth-
matic New Yorker had moved to I louston 
in 1946, ready to bet on his adopted 
city. Needing a retail " town center" for 
his Westbury neighborhood, he picked 
up the 24 acres immediately behind the 
intersection of Chimney Rock and Bellfort 
in I960, file nine acres dial made up 
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Weslbuiy Squoro today. 

B Y B A R R Y M O O R E 

TO A PERSON WHO KNEW WESTBURY SQUARE 

when it was new in I960, returning in 
2005 is as if continental drift had pushed 
lirigadoon into an uninhabited corner of 
the third world. To walk through what 
is left of the development is to encounter 
cracked plaster on exterior walls, empty 
awning frames lacing Bellfort, crooked 
blinds inside empty second floor apart-
ments, dying plants in the one remaining 
patio, and a handful of empty shops with 
rusty ironwork and moldy damp corners. 

Like Havana on a bad day, Westbuiy 
Square is too dispiriting to feel unsafe. 
But of course, a lot can happen in 45 
years. To a commercial development, a 
half-century can be like a geological age. 

By the end of the 1950s, developer Ira 
Berne's Westbury subdivision was a hot 
residential area. Southwest of where the 
West Loop curves into the South Loop, 
and just south of Meyerland, it was very 
quickly successful. Thai whole area of 
Houston was one of the fastesi growing 

the pointed corner had been retained by 
Weingarten Rc.i lu. whith in T'd I opened 
a "French Market"-rhcmed grocery store; 
its location on the site allowed a clear 
view of Westbury Square and its entrance 
to westbound travelers on Bellfort. 

Berne was wi ld, crazy, and rich 
enough to try something that the more 
traditional competition hadn't the 
vision—or nerve— to try. He loved Italy, 
and determined to establish "old wor ld " 
i harm I>II the siilnu ban prairie. Working 
with I louston architect Wil l iam Wortham, 
whose practice was dominated by cum 
missions from home builders, Berne 
succeeded, in a way—if antique street-
tights, brick walks, benches, fountains, 
and down-scaled themed facades count 
for old world charm. At a time when 
I loustonians were accustomed to big 
department or grocery stores attached 
to a string of neighborhood convenience 
shops, Berne succeeded in translating 
Disneyland's Main Street into Italian ver-
nacular, and importing it into Texas. Who 
could argue with his success? Westbury 
Square was immediately popular and 
profitable with a modern Houston that 
had never seen anything like it. 

But the genius of Westbury Square 
wasn't really its design; it was in the kinds 
of leases collected there, and their novel 
hours ul operation. Berne assembled 60 
shops, galleries, and restaurants, mostly 
small. None would be considered a 
"magnet" in the typical shopping center 
parlance. 

No one can pinpoint exactly the date 
the Square opened, but its incredible pop-
ularity was instantaneous, carried almost 
cniiiclv hv word of mouth. Bv the mid-
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'Ahaud ol its lime 6y about 50 years' Mixed-use mid walkablt, Westbury Square was "DUI ol phase" wilh Houston loi much ol its onslence. Weslbuiy Square's original layout ol stores 

sixties visitors wire overwhelmed by origi-
nal and attractive stores ottering gifts (fit, 
art (3), imported crafts (5), antiques (5), 
jewelry (4), children's clothes (2), eating 
establishments (5), women's clothes (2), 
and one each for candles, scents and oils, 
men's wear. Mowers, wines and liquors, 
wilderness equipment, books, lamps, party 
supplies, monograms, a dance studio, and 
The Little Red Schoolhouse day care. Oh, 
and a few professional offices and many 
second floor apartments—something truly 
unique at a time when the trend was to 
separate living and shopping. A few of the 
stores were excellent and attracted their 
own clientele: The Candle Shop; Cargo 
Houston, an origui.il amalgam of I'ier 
One and Ikea; Cromwell's, an English 
style men's store: Galaxie Jewelers, long 
happily removed to a location near the 
Rice Village; and Kumpleheimer's, an 
old-fashioned ice cream parlor complete 
with little round marble rabies and a 
coin operated player piano, Berne named 
that one—"Kind of a cross between 
Katzcii|.immcr and Kumplestiltskeii," he 
told the Houston Post. 

All of the stores stayed open until 
10 p.m., at a time when only the largest 
department smres stayed open at night, 
and then only during the Christmas sea-
son. Westbury Square was a true sensa 
(ion, not only for shoppers, but also for 
people just looking for something fun to 
do. After an early movie, young and old 
and lots of families headed for Westbury 
Square because it was the place to go, to 
see and be seen. Being there was different 
from being at any other shopping cen-
ter; for the first time, the exterior spaces 
between shops were just as important as 
the simps themselves, and the fountains 
and benches drew people together in a 
make-believe community. Many remember 
Westbury Square at Christmas as a com-
plete and novel experience, with outdoor 
choirs, bell ringers, trees full of candles. 

and novel "bee" lights everywhere. It was 
as if Disneyland's Main Street USA had 
been translated into a real place where 
a person could buy real stuff, and then 
go home to an apartment on the second 
floor. Ira Heme had created a "lifestyle 
center" without knowing it. 

Westbury Square was the rousing 
success as the linchpin to his housing 
development that Heme had hoped, h 
was so successful that within a year he 
announced construction of 250 town-
houses surrounding Westbury Square. 
Still there on the north side of Bellfort, 
some have been converted to small profes-
sional offices. Westbury Square flourished 
throughout the 1960s. A clock tower was 
soon added to punctuate the entrance. 
The central piazza with its large fountain, 
imported from Italy, tr.inslormed itsell 
into weekend art festivals. Craftspeople 
for the first time in I louston publicly blew 
glass, threw pots, and dipped candles as 
visitors watched. Early on, merchants 
invented the annual "Lemon Sale." As 
Addison McElroy, owner of The Candle 
Shop, Cargo I louston, and The Chemist 
Shop, remembers, "A l l the merchants 
would rent booths in the back alley and 
Mikk thrni with sr.isnti.il merchandise ,u 
a discount. Crowds would gather well in 
advance and be held at bay by the local 
sheriff and barricades. At 9 a.m. the sher-
iff would fire the starter's pistol and mobs 
of bargain-hunting women would come 
charging through the square." 

(No one else in Houston tried ro 
emulate Berne, though the Dallas near 
north side retail and ottice development 
on Routh Street, sparked by Foster Poole's 
Sample Shop (similar ro Cargo I louston 
and the Candle Shop combined) and 
the subsequent Quadrangle project, pro-
vided Dallasites their first destination 
shopping experience.) 

Everything changed in 1970 when the 
Ciallena opened. 

In an abstract way the two retail 
destinations were similar: they appealed 
to people as the place to be, they offered 
an impressive variety of shopping oppor-
tunities, the public spaces were more 
important than the stores themselves, and 
they offered ancillary space for offices 
and residents. But the scale of the new 
development was an overwhelming draw. 
Instead of little boutiques there was 
Neiman Marcus. Instead of a player piano 
there was an ice rink. It was as if the 
Radio City Rockettes had opened down 
the street from Bojangles. 

Westbury Square soldiered on into the 
decade, but the tun was over. Westbury 
Square could not compete, nor could it 
attract the crowds anymore. And as the 
crowds withered away, so did the ten-
ants. In 1979 Ira Berne sold the property 
to Canadian investors, who apparently 
didn't know any better, and reportedly 
closed the stores he owned. Two years 
Liter, when the northerners split, I'uesday 
Morning, the successful remainders store 
now in the Grcenbriar Shopping Center, 
opened its first store in the old Cargo 
Houston space, probably inspired by the 
once popular Lemon Sales. By the early 
|9,S0s Westbury Square had had four 
leasing managers in three ) ears. In I 98 \, 
a new owners syndicate made a third 
attempt to make it a go, bur without 
much heart or money. The business edi-
tor of the Houston Post surmised that the 
shopping village may have been about 
50 years ahead of its time, because the 
Houston area hadn't matured yet. 

By the end of that decade, I ionic 
Depot, sensing a big market in Westbury 
homeowners m need of fixing up their 
30-year-old houses, built a store where 
Weingarten's used to be. The big box 
store, dropped on the site like a box-
car in a sandbox, destroyed the origi-
nal piazza where Cargo Houston and 
Rumpleheimer's used to be, removing 

the moribund heart of Westbury Square. 
Currently, Al Anronini, Trustee, absentee 
Los Angeles owner since March 1990, 
holds the sad remainder. From the evi-
dence of his stewardship, nothing is going 
to change until what's left falls down and 
is scraped away. 

Westbury Square's brilliant early 
years make it strange to revisit the place 
where the retail Brigadoon used to be. 
I tow, exactly, did if shine so brilliantly 
and then slide so quickly downhill? 
Ira Berne's development was what late 
Houston architect Howard Bamstone 
would have characterized as "out of 
phase.'" Heme built with a traditional 
palette, utilizing historic references, tra-
ditional architectural details, and a lot of 
II >ol tiles and decorative ironwork three 
decades before it was acceptable to devel-
opers and designers alike. He put retail 
and residential together at a time when it 
was understood that a person was sup-
posed to drive, not walk, Irom point A 
to point B. And he made the piazza, not 
the first floor of the magnet department 
store, the gathering place. It was unique 
and definitely ahead of its time. By about 
50 years. 

Currently, the Trammell Crow 
Company is developing the 24-acre 
Richmond Avenue site occupied by the 
I louston Independent School District's 
administration building and the adjacent 
Will Rogers Elementary School. The com-
pany anticipates replacing these educa-
tional facilities with 600 residential units 
and 400,0011 square feet of retail space in 
what they are calling a "walkable, urban 
environment." The company stares. "Tins 
concept of combining residential units 
with retail is probably going to be the 
first of a genre that's coming down the 
pike." It will be a real Lifestyle Center, 
If Ira Berne were alive today, he would 
understand what Out ol Phase means. 
Who remembers Westbury Square? • 


