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Retail Resurrection: 
The Death and 
Rebirth of Saks 
Pavilion 

With the recent residential land rush 
within the city center, Houston's Inner 
1 nop rerail markers are also accelerating, 
or more accurately up-scaling and densi-
lyuig in a surprising diversity of places. 
At least two major retail and entertain-
ment venues are being brought on line in 
the downtown area—the nest phase ol 
Bayou Place, and a new site three blocks 
south ot 1 [otiston (enter and west of the 
nascent central park/George R. brown 
(Convention precinct, tn addition, there 
are at least four projects on the west end 
near or at Loop f>l() that rival if not sur-
pass the scale " I these downtown ven-
tures. Catering to the River Oaks, West 
University, Tanglewood, and Memorial 
neighborhoods, these "lifestyle centers" 
(see "Lifestyle (.enters Coming I back] 
to Houston," page 26) wi l l witness the 
beginning of a new Houston urb.iii 
environment. 

Not only have prosperous demo-
graphics pushed shopping to a new level 
of success and demand, but the proxim-
ity of a number of under-utilized but 
land-valuable sites also utters the right 
locations. "The momentum comes as well 
from the desire of an increasing number 
of consumers to live, work, play, and 
gciicr.ilb be inside the I oop. i I he cosl 
of gas does not hurt either.) 

Post Oak Boulevard is, to many 
retail cognoscenti, ground zero of 
Houston commercial potential, anchored 

on one end by the regional behemoth ot 
the (iatleria (see "Ci ty Under Class," page 
20), itself growing, and the numerous 
condo towers and offices on the other. As 
the Uptown District's website touts. 

With more than 11 million square feet 
o/ commercial office space, Uptown 
Houston represents approximately 1-4 
percent of Houston's total office space, 
making it only second m terms of size to 
Downtown Houston. Uptown Houston 
is the 14th largest business center in the 
U.S., with five million square feet of 
gross leasable retail space, more than any 
other retail destination in Houston. The 
(.Iatleria is ranked the fifth largest retail 
complex in the country. 

On this golden mile it was only 
a matter of rime before the bedeviled 
Saks Pavilion site would he the focus of 
redevelopment. While there are other 
less developed sites along the Boulevard, 
a unique geographic and economic oppor-
tunity wi l l drive lIns site to a new level of 
mixed-use density we have not seen before 
in ! lousron. 

As stated five years ago in the 
Houston Husiness Journal report on "ten-
ant defections," the 286,000-square-foot 
Pavilion retail center was then only 20 
percent occupied. Its history was troubled: 
It was built shortly before the first "ener-
gy bust" in 1972 by Saks Fifth Avenue, 
which wanted a separate presence from 
the Neiman Marcus-branded Gallcria, and 
dubbed the Saks Fifth Avenue Fashion 
Center. Since then, "The complex has 
changed hands at least four times in its 
28 years [before 2000J."1 In 1988, a 
major expansion was completed by then-
owner HI Pavilion Corp., an affiliate of 
New York-based Bankers Trust, again 
lust before a slow economic period. That 

round of construction added the entire 
trout portion of retail space, underground 
parking, and high-end touches such as 
palm trees and the glass atrium-like cell-
ing in the two-story center." Yet less 
than 1(1 years later Saks re-srrategized 
and tried to relocate to the old Marshall 
Field's space in the Callena to go head-to-
he.id with Neiman Marcus. I lie Pavilion 
had been purchased in 1995 by Radler 
Pavilion LP who: 

"slapped the specialty retailer with a 
SI ill million hrcach-of-cotitract lawsuit 
to stop Saks from leaving. At the time, 
the Pavilion's lawyer said Saks' lease 
dictated the department store keep its 
Pavilion post until ZOOS, In the mean-
time, Saks had sunk SS0 million into 
dazzling new digs a few blocks away at 
The (iatleria. the lawsuit claimed Saks' 
vacation of the property would devastate 
the high-fashion malt at 1800 Post Oak. 
Radler also sued Saks for defamation, 
claiming the company damaged the 
Pavilion's reputation hy making unflat-
tering remarks about the location. "' 

And so Saks has stayed until the 
entire Pavilion's demise. 

In the last several years Wulfe Hi Co., 
which owned the eight-acre strip center 
on the southwest corner of Post Oak 
Boulevard and San Felipe (anchored on 
either end by Fatzics and Cafe Annie's), 
had been studying a way to redevelop that 
site into a dense mix of commercial rerail 
and office. The growing Inner Loop apart-
ment and condo market also allowed for 
potential residential towers in the blend. 
As F.d Wulfe notes, this development sits 
on an intersection unrivaled anywhere in 
the state and perhaps the country; it is the 
i M'ssiim il l iIn- cornmeri i.il powei house ut 
Post Oak Boulevard and the golden arte-

rial of San Felipe. The former anchors the 
Uptown District and hosts approximately 
200,000 office workers and shoppers daily 
and more than 18 mill ion visitors from all 
over the world cash year. The latter is the 
straight-shot drive connecting Houston's 
most affluent cluster ot neighborhoods. 
including River Oaks, Tanglewood, and 
Memorial. This was a site on which CO 
do great things. But Wulfe's development 
team, including Hermes Architects as 
planners, was challenged to balance an 
attractive retail destination and the needed 
density on this fairly tight site. The value 
of land meant parking would be eithei 
below grade or in structures. In addition, 
the planning scenarios emphasized that a 
large retail magnet (with its commensurate 
large-scale ground floor footprint) was 
vital in order to readily draw the targeted 
customer to an inviting Lifestyle Center 
environment, that itself was predicated on 
a costly pedestrian-friendly urban oasis. 
The eight-acre strip center site could not, 
in numerous scenarios, work as well as the 
savvy developer knew it would need to. 

So Wullc ix: Co. turned its attention 
to the south, to the underperlorming Saks 
Pavilion. I'he then-ownei w.is .11 lust inn 
interested in selling a strip of its contigu-
ous land to augment the smaller Wulfe 
site's limitations. But, in a Houston-sized 
big deal, Fid Wulfe moved to secure the 
option to purchase the entire Pavilion site 
and amass 21 acres for the development 
of ,m even larger high-density mixed-use 
project, now named Boulevard Place. 

As delineated on the Wulfe Hi Co. 
website, the evolving concept anticipates 
the construction of two new streets: an 
extension of Post Oak Lane south from 
San Felipe to Ambassador Way, and a new 
east-west street. Boulevard Place Drive, 
which will connect Posi Oak Boulevard 
to Post Oak Lane. The new project will 
include approximately 375,000 square feet 
ot upscale retail shops and restaurants, 
Mi it i mid- and high-rise residential units, 
and a 225-room upscale hotel. 

While the Wulfe & Co. team wil l 
develop the master plan to coordinate 
the entire development, F.d Wulfe is look-
ing to focus singlc-mindedly on a lively 
pedestrian environment and ground floor 
commercial enterprises. After all, retail 
strategies are his expertise. Thus Wulfe is 
looking to sell air rights or ground rights 
to other developers whose expertise lies in 
office and residential offerings. " I listen to 
the consumers—I gauge their desires and 
I respect their perspectives," says Wullc. 
"This development can leverage on future 
mass transit and the real possibility ol i 
community that we have not seen before 
anywhere." — Rives T. Taylor 
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