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Apartment somplex, College Station. 

W l i th no rhyme or reason, islands 
of dispersed apar tment complex-

| es sit loosely s t rung together by 
the roads and commerc ia l str ips that con-
nect them. You k n o w they are apar tments 
by the familiar pattern of oddly shaped, 
monotonous buildings clustered amid 
parking lots. Stylistically diverse, most of 
them have some shallow ornament or 
cladding to give individual identity; oth-
ers are reminiscent of ski condos or ware-
houses. These developer-built complexes 
form the student housing landscape of 
College Station. There is nothing special 
about this type of housing. It is the same 
sort of non-descript landscape uni-

form an important part of the overall 
perception of a place. 

In IK7S the United States Post Office 
began readdressing mail destined for 
Texas A & M campus residents by crossing 
out Bryan and inserting College Station.1 

Bryan, four and one-half miles north of 
College Station, changed rapiilly in the 
next decades, but a burgeoning popula-
tion did not begin to live on the periphery 
of the college campus until the 19 50s. 
College Station can he thought of as a 
large residential area for Texas A & M , 
even though it lias become an economic 
entity in its own right. Although A & M 
focuses its efforts and resources on cam-
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encounters in suburban tracts across the 
United States. As such, it is surprising to 
find in a college town, where one would 
expect an idyllic campus with gracious 
lawns and architecturally interesting 
residence halls. Because on -campus dor-
mitory space is so limited, three-quarters 
of Texas A&M 's 43,000 students live 
off campus. 

However College Station may appear 
to the outsider, it cannot be fully under-
stood unless one looks beyond statistics 
and infrastructure to what holds the com-
munity together. Living in College Station 
I experience tins housing landscape on a 
continuing basis; it serves as the frame-
work for my daily life. A distanced per-
spective is only useful for understanding 
the meaning of a place in a limited way. If 
we are interested in what a landscape 
means to those who inhabit it, we must 
look to its physical structure (buildings, 
roads, etc.) and to the mental framework 
we employ to make sense of it as that 
place. To get at this ephemeral sense ol 
place, we must look beyond the physical 
to how a community defines itself and 
how people cope with their environment 
on a personal basis. I can live in a land-
scape that is monotonous to the outsider 
because m\ furnishings and personal atti 
tudes provide texture and enrich that 
place for me. These personal strategies 
reflect the landscape of the mind and 

pus, the university, as College Station's 
single industry, always has had an 
influence on the form ol the town and 
its housing.' 

'Texas A & M does not have a master-
planned campus. It was founded long 
after campuses like Thomas Jefferson's 
"academical village" at the University of 
Virginia (1817-26), which emerged from 
an early 19th-century desire to build a 
community tor learning that would 
inspire students in become responsible 
citizens. A & M also developed before the 
early 20th-century City Beautiful move-
ment, which affected planning on such 
later campuses as Rice University in 
Houston ( I 9 | > | . Professor T'rederick K. 
Giesecke tried to instill a City beautiful 
scheme of spatial reorganizations on the 
campus in 19 1 I. But he had to contend 
with numerous existing inconsistencies. 

A & M students and faculty once lived 
together on campus, but the university 
could not keep up with the increasing 
enrollment after 1961. Original faculty 
houses were moved to adjacent neighbor 
hoods. Then some faculty members and 
developers began to construct houses in 
subdivisions at the north, south, and east 
gates of the campus. The incorporation of 
these areas as the town of College Station 
in 1 9 I S gained support from the college 
because development of the town, includ-
ing privately owned apartment houses. 
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Dormitories on rhe A&M campus from the 1960s [left] and the 1930s (light). 

relieved the college of its obligation to 
provide student housing.' Since the 1960s 
A & M has used the town as a residential 
asset, exhibiting an attitude toward hous-
ing thai could be called laisscz fairc 
paternalism. The college is in some ways 
obligated to ensure an adequate supply of 
housing, hut its administrators, as free-
marketeers, depend on profit-motivated 
developers lor the supply, maintenance, 
quality, and location of that housing. 

In the I'lfiOs, then A & M president J. 
Earl Rudder stated that "the greatest 
immediate need for the school lay in the 
area of student housing off-campus" 
because dorm construction on campus 
was nor a financial priority.'1 Further, 
Rudder feared that without independent 
development "Texas A & M would have 
been a cow college with about 6,000 stu-
dents because there wasn't any place for 
anybody ro l ive."s 

Through the I 470s and I 980s hous-
ing starts proliferated, chasing increasing 
enrollment. As developers built rapidly to 
keep up with demand ami buili cheaply 
to hedge their investments, poor-quality 
construction resulted. Today the housing 
market in College Station is more com-
petitive, and higher-quality complexes are 
being built, hut the attitude and land-
scape of laisse (JHC paternalism remains 
firmly in place. 

A different kind of paternalism was 
associated with late-19th-century compa-
ny towns — regimented townscapes built 
in or near industrial sites by employers to 
maximize workers' commitment to their 
jobs, "The campus ideal is associated with 
the belief that the university should stand 
in lain ptirentis to its students: parents 
who sent their children away to college 
expected the administrators to assume 
responsibility not only for the students" 
educations but their values and personal 
needs as well. Texas A & M seems ideolog-
ically aligned with the University of Vir-
ginia, but it has yielded a housing land-
scape more like that ol the company 
town. The motive for rapid and poor 
quality construction in College Station's 
apartments connect them to the often 
bleak landscape of rhe company town. 
both are the result of the maximization 
of profits, which logically reduces the 
quality of the environment. 

Icsas A & M did not consciously set 
out to encourage the present housing 
environment, but it has left student and 
faculty housing to be developed by oth-
ers. 'This speaks ol a subtle transforma-
tion ol a regional attitude that values 
individuality (or minding one's own busi-

ness! into an entrepreneurial attitude of 
maximizing personal accumulation — a 
deregulation of public space on behalf of 
private gain. Its adoption in the university 
setting allows the wider campus environ-
ment to suffer the same community disso-
lution experienced in suburbia. The dis 
persed, potentially dissociated student 
population is compelled to fend for 
itself.'' but what of on-campus housing? 
Are things different there? 

A&M 's campus housing, directly 
under i i i s i i i i i i i u i i . i l c o n t r o l , serves less 
than one-quarter of the student popula-
tion. Conditions are better than in most 
off-campus housing, hut not to the degree 
one might expect. Some of the 1920s dor-
mitories of my undergraduate days have 
been torn down and replaced by more 
modern units, hut the new dormitories 
are more functional than beautiful. Fur-
thermore, the dorms are not concentrated 
in a residential area of campus but are 
dispersed to the edges, separated by class 
room and administrative buildings across 
pedestrian-unfriendly roads. This impedes 
community interaction in rhe same way 
as placing the Memorial Student Center 
away from the center of campus and 
remote from residential areas. Even so, 
living off campus is vastly different from 
living on campus, where everything is 
within walking distance. 

It is interesting to compare Texas 
A & M with the University of Virginia. Jef-
ferson's plan was based on long-standing 
models (mm Europe and earlier colleges 
in America such as Yale and Harvard. At 
Virginia all incoming freshman live in one 
of lour residence halls. After their first 
year, students may live off-campus, but a 
mark of prestige for seniors is to be 
awarded a room in one of the pavilions 
on "The l.awn. Other campus housing is 
grouped in two large clusters close to this 
historic center because of the administra-
tion's desire to retain "the intimacy that 
characterized the academical village." In 
other words, the physical qualit) ami lay-
out of the housing is an important factor 
in realizing the University of Virginia's 
goals.,s I lu si hool has k< pi enrollment 
low, a rare achievement these days, to 
maintain conditions that foster a democ-
ratic sense of community. 

Texas A \ M's state mandated, ever 
increasing enrollment and its reliance on 
off-campus housing has made achieving 
something like the University of Virginia 
experience difficult, if not impossible. 
Does A & M really have rhe same inten-
tions for campus life as the idealized 
example at Virginia? Yes and no.1* The 

emphasis on individuality and self-suffi-
cicncs in ACS:M's student handbook 
interprets the desire for community in its 
most mundane sense — a collection of 
individuals. To be a part of the Texas 
A & M community seems to be possible 
only through a do-it-yourself process of 
bootstrap placemaking through language 
tli.ii lacks the sentimental community-
building concerns of the University 
of Virginia. 

ACS; M's Department of Residence Life 
informs srudents of their rights — " to 
steep and study without disturbance" — 
and their responsibilities — "to commit-
ment w ill) othei residents" .is well as 
presenting a philosophy of diversity, indi-
vidualized involvement in the communi-
ty, the sharing of traditions, and account-
ability for your individual actions. What 
is significant is not the possibility that 
the underlying attitude ot self-reliance 
might determine on-campus experiences 
(although not entirely) but how it is 
indicative of and consistent with Uisscz 
fare paternalism. So what does Texas 
A & M do to maintain such a strong and 
loyal student community? If the housing, 
both on- and off-campus, leaves so much 
to be desired in terms ol amenities, 
design, and layout, what is it that binds 
students together? 

It is Aggieland, that constructed vir-
tual community of tradition, ritual, histo-
ry, and sport. Through these forms 
Aggies relate to each other and derive 
meaning from their experience at Texas 
A & M . Aggieland is the mental landscape 
that gives College Station its sense of 
place, and this mindset constitutes an 
important coping strategy we all use to 
inhabit any place beyond its physical 
manifestation. It enables an A & M stu-
dent to live miles away from the campus 
yet remain connected to the community. 

The potential insidiousness of this 
ideological strategy should not be over-
looked. It is a sort of "emperor's-iu'w-
clothes" idea, where the impoverishment 
ol a physical landscape can be rirtiijlly 
overcome, through the construction of a 
rich mental landscape."1 'The university is 
responsible lor much of the contour of 
this virtual world through football and 
the other extracurricular activities it sup-
ports, but a larger part of the virtual 
landscape is personally constructed by 
students as they individualize places and 
form social groups. 

Some students complain of feeling 
nomadic because they rent by the semes-
ter, stay on campus only during the day, 
and go back to their hometowns on 

weekends and over breaks, lake living in a 
motel, this pattern allows students to be 
less critical of their College Station sur-
roundings. Others practice personal place-
making by decorating with posters, 
mementos from home, or college related 
memorabilia. Largely, they rely on the 
development and maintenance of an inde-
pendent community of friends, social 
clubs, entertainment, bars, and parries to 
enrich their college experience. The land-
scape of friends and legends is real and 
brings life to ordinary apartment living, 
helping to mask the negative aspects of 
remote location and bad architecture. 
But such compensation works only up to 
a point. 

The character, layout, and quality of 
student housing at the University of Vir-
ginia is intended to prepare its students 
lor responsible and democratic citizenship. 
The physical landscape, qualify of rhe 
architecture, and strong sense of place in 
Charlottesville contribute to the University 
of Virginia's institutional goals. Texas 
Ace M s residential landscape, that of bis-
scz (aire paternalism, seems to have no 
such ideological intentions. Rather, it it is 
an unconscious landscape of profit. In this 
it resembles suburban America. If the Uni-
versity of Virginia is right, and the envi-
ronment is an important aspect of accul-
turation, we should ask ourselves, "What 
are the students of Texas A & M being pre-
pared for? • 
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