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THE HOUSTON TOWNHOUSE 
I T 'S BEEN ARCHITECTS VERSUS THE MARKET SINCE THE B E G I N N I N G . TODAY, THE MARKET IS W I N N I N G . 

BY S T E P H E N F O X 

Top ol page: Old and new in the Fourth Ward, Today, 
lownhouses are squeezing in everywhere they can in 
Houston — and often squeezing out Ihe row houses 
thai preceded them. 

THE "TOWNHOUSI," .1 1v.1l .-M.III ni.irki.-imn 

icrm ol tin- late 1950s for tltt- house t\ pe 
more accurately described as a row house, 
IS remaking many parts ol I louston. The 
construction of new townhouses, especial-
ly in existing neighborhoods, raises ques-
tions about whether this house type can he 
integrated with such neighborhoods or 
u bethei n portends .1 scale and spatialirj 
so different thai they obliterate all that has 
preceded it. Examined in a historical con-
text, the Houston fownhonsc reveals a 
split between what ambitious architects 
understand as the type's spatial potential 
and what developers and their design con-
sultants understand to he its performance 
as an economic instrument. These para-
digms lead to differing, even antagonistic, 
approaches to cirj building and residential 
design. More so than detached bouses or 
multistory apartment buildings, the 
Houston towtihouse represents ilns sharp 

divergence in local building practice. 
I In- luuiih. mse dul 1101 hgun in the 

history nt I loiiston bousing until the mid-
tilt nl 1 he 20th century. Architectural histn 
rian Barrie Scardino discovered thai a sin 
gle pair ot New York-San Irancisco type 
row houses was built in I louston in the 
500 block of Tannin Street in the ISSOs. 
Research has not been done to determine 
who built these houses or how they were 
received locally. That nothing similar was 
attempted lor another three-quarters of a 
century suggests that the brick-built row 
house seemed to otter no advantage — 
economically, environmentally, or in terms 
ol social status — to the irecstanding, 
wood-built house in Houston. 

Isolated projects of the 1920s and '30s 
emerge as precursors to the imd-20lhi.cn 
tins ii Inn*,;...ii row hi HIM \nii i it in a n hi 
leers ol the 1920s delighted in scaling 
down buildings, especially residential 
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L'Encore, 1927, Frederick Leon Webster, designer. Top: 5000 Longmont, 1961, P.M. Bolton Associates. 
Bottom: Lovetl Townhouse Apartments, 1965, James Dalrymple. 

Borkdull Townhouses, 1973, Burdetle Keelnnd Jr. 

bu i ld ings, ro achieve effects of qua in t 
d i m i n u t i o n . The theater d i rector Frederick 
I eon Webster pursued this approach in 
his house, I I IK o n . in I lyd i I'.irk o l 
1927, It is a three-story tower, r is ing f rom 
a g round plan 2(1 feel by 22 feet in area. 
Rather than being constructed in the cen-
ter of its lo t , it is bui l t at one corner, r ight 
on the s idewalk l ine. In LIS vertical o rgam 
zat ion and si reel-related o r ien ta t ion , 
[.'Encore embodied the urban spatial 
arrangements characterist ic of tin- row 
house, t hough l.'Kncore is freestanding, 
rather than part o l a row. Twelve years 
later, I louston architects Ta lhot t Wi lson 
and S.I, M o r n s Jr. designed the I b i l lon 
Cour t Apar tments of [ 9 3 9 at 2101 San 
I elipe Road , on the edge ot River Oaks . 
Rather than organ iz ing the apar tments as 
blocks of Hats, W i l son and M o r r i s conf ig-
ured them us two-s to ry maisonettes, rotat-
ed in plan so that each of the attached 
uni ts had outside exposure on all tour 
sides, Wi l son and M o r r i s al igned the 
apartments in a pair of rows t ra in ing a 
central l a w n . I his feature is no longer evi 
dent , since one ot the rows was demol -
ished in 1997 tu i .k i ln , in - redevelopment 
o) the property. Demo l i t i on has obscured 
the significance ol Chilton (. ourt, which 
demonstrated that it was environmentally 
feasible to organize hous ing in rows in 
Hous ton and imp l ic i t l y p roposed, as had 
1 T'.ncorc. that I louston cou ld sustain a 
garden-ci ty i i rh . imsin ot higher densities 
and more urban spat ial relat ionships that 
included landscaped green spaces. 

D u r i n g the 1950s, when the su lmr-
b a n i / i ug impulse in the Un i ted States 
seemed to t r i u m p h over all other real 
estate al ternat ives, there were, even in 
H o u s t o n , isolated exp lo ra t ions " i a l terna 
rives. Archi tects were especially p ronu 
nent in these exp lo ra t ions . The architect 
and in ter io r designer Rober t I I . W i l son 

Jr. designed his house o f 1956 in the M i d 
l a n e c o r r i d o r as a duplex ot Hals. What 
makes Wi lson 's house a precursor to the 
towt ihouse was his use o f wa l led cour t -
yards that extended out f r o m the in ter io r 
of the house. Bailey Swenson and his 
partner I lerbert L innstacdter exp lo red the 
vert ical o rgan iza t ion o l domestic space in 
a four-s tory tower house o f 1957 in the 
4(»tl b lock o f Rosalie Avenue, They 
. i t t .uhed this house to an exist ing garage 
apar tment bu i l d ing that Swenson and 
I innsreadrer adapted for their s tud io and 
where Swenson's wile, Kathryn, operated 
lu i Sew Arts i . a l i en . I hi , iu futectural 
h is tor ian Henry-Russel l H i tchcock char-
acterized the Swenson I louse as a San 
Francisco- l ike appar i t i on in suburban iz -
ing I l ous ton . I l i tchcock 's observat ion 
condensed the Bohemian , u r b a n , m i x e d -
use, " soph is t i ca ted" a t t r ibutes that the 
te rm " t o w n h o u s e " seemed meant to 
evoke at the end ot the 1950s. H i t chcock 
no ted , " I t the t ide o f f l igh t to the suburbs 
ever tu rns , n o w that projects o f urban 
renewal are being considered in many 
l i l i e s , such pr ivate houses, developed ver-
t ical ly instead o f hor izon ta l l y , i f bu i l t in 
quant i ty , might prov ide a viable snbsi i 
tu te for apar tment l i v i n g . " 1 The emphasis 
on compactness and vert icahty, and the 
exp lo ra t ion Ol spatial strategies to extend 
the range ot domestic ou tdoor space sui t-
able for middle-class hab i t a t i on , mark the 
Swenson and Wi l son I louses as t o w n -
house forerunners. 

Row houses, called townhouses, began 
to be published in I ' .s. architectural and 
bu i ld ing trade journals in the late l l>s ik . 
In some U.S. cities, such as Philadelphia, 
r o w housing had cont inued ro be bu i l t 
in to the postwar per iod. Mlow ible under 

the Federal I lous ing Admin is t ra t ion 's 
Section 220 , row houses were especially 
associated w i t h urban renewal projects in 

the late 1950s. Complexes by I .M . Pei \ 
Partners and Har ry Weese & Associates 
for the developer Webb iv; Knapp , and by 
l .udwig Mies van der Rohe for Herbert T. 
Greenwa id , contrasted w i t h examples by 
architects and developers w h o were not as 
high prof i le . The modernist townhouses 
tended to be designed as un i fo rm blocks. 
The market-or iented examples tended to 
treat each house trout as styl istically singu-
lar, often w i t h house tronts stepped in plan 
so that the rows d id not have a un i fo rm 
front wal l -p lane. A l l were buil t as compo-
nents o f larger subdivisions, so that they 
d id not engage the publ ic street as 19th-
century r o w houses d id , The bui lders ' 
magazine House 6~ lltmw emphasized the 
retail popu lar i ty of the new house type, 
which min imized landscape maintenance, 
provided alternatives to tree-standing sub 
urban houses and apartments, and cou ld 
be built in exist ing cities rather than in the 
suburbs. The earliest I louston examples ot 
the towt ihouse reflect the d ichotomy 
between modern architects' emphasis on 
exp lorat ion ot p lanning and construct ion 
alternatives and bui lders' emphasis on 
imagery and marke t ing . 

Ira Berne, the developer o l the 
Westbury subdivis ion in southwest 
I lous ton , bui l t the first tOWnhoUSG com-
plex I I I I louston in con junct ion w i t h his 
specialty shopping center, Westbury 
Square, Today, Westbury Square is a near 
r u i n , its shops abandoned and half its cen-
tral plaza destroyed. But f r om 19f>0to 
1971 it was I he most popular specialty 
shopping center in I louston. Berne was 
tarsighted in many respects. I le bui l t 
apartments on the upper f loors ot the t w o -
story retail bui ldings that encircled and 
radiated out f rom the founta in cour t at 
Westbury Square. I le bui l t a r o w of 12 
townhouses in the 5400 block of West 
Bell fort in |9f>| and made property avail 

able to bu i ld more townhouses facing 
Chimney Rock Road, some o l wh ich 
adjoined Westbury Square and were con-
nected to it hy pedestrian wa lkways . A l l o f 
his two-s tory townhouses were rental 
apartments w i t h shared dr iveway spaces 
ad jo in ing their rear wal led cour tyards. 

Berne's archi tecture was not sophis t i -
cated. Each house f ron t was d i f ferent . 
Westbury Square and its adjacent t o w n -
houses bore a resemblance to the M a i n 
Street LISA sector at D isney land. Berne 
and his archi tect , W i l l i a m T. W o r t h a m , 
favored what llotisc & litmiv described 
as " s t o r y b o o k " s ty l ing, evok ing New 
Or leans, Trench M a n s a r d . Georg ian , 
Regency, Med i te r ranean, and V ic to r ian 
decorat ive themes. Westbury Square was 
I louston 's f irst u rban ensemble ot kitsch 
archi tecture. 

By |9(,() kitsch was poised to become 
the preferred architecture o f residential 
and retail construct ion in I louston. 
Reference to the dense mater ia l i ty and 
enclosed spaces of pre- industr ia l cit ies, 
encoded in kitsch archi tecture, represented 
a cr i t ique o f the spatial dispersion o f 
Hous ton in the 1960s. Kitsch architecture 
uncri t ical ly accepted the dispersed spat ial i -
ty and expedient const ruct ion practices 
that characterized postwar Amer ican sub-
urban development. Its c r i t ique, therefore, 
was insubstant ial . Yet because kitsch 
detached issues o f archi tectural look and 
feel f r om the const ruct ion and spatial 
organizat ion o f bui ld ings, n per formed 
eff iciently w i t h i n the economy ot specula 
five development , unl ike the architects' 
al ternat ive. In a market context , architects' 
insistence on formal coherence and techni-
cal and spatial integrat ion proved r ig id , 
COStly, and unpredictable. It the market 
didn' t buy it, the architects' alternative did 
uoi easily lend itsell to readjustment, 
wh ich kitsch architecture d id because n 
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Grove Court, 1980, Tott Architects. 

Dunston Townhouscs, 1973, William T. Cannody & Associate]. Graustark family Townhouses, 1977, Howard Barnstone. 

wasn't integral . 
Designed and buil t at the same t ime as 

the Westhury Square housing was a tar 
more sophisticated project that represents 
the developer-architect d ichotomy. 
Architect Preston M . Bol ton planned and 
developed 5000 l .ongmont , a townhouse 
commun i t y on the edge o f Tang lewood . in 
l ' ' M ) - d | . Bolton divided Ins site, compris-
ing tour lots, w i t h a private street. I louse 
sites were l ined up lacing tins street. A l l 
houses were designed to he sold in fee s im-
ple. I hey fi l led their 4 5 [not wide lots. 
w i th facades hui l t on the sidewalk line o l 
the private street. A l l houses were to con-
tain Ulterior garden courtyards rather than 
peripheral open space. Bol ton designed the 
lirsi l ive houses for ind iv idua l cl ients, and 
architect I l ami l ton Brown designed t w o 
addi t ional houses. Bolton's were adapta-
tions fit the Miesian cour tyard houses he 
had produced du r ing his partnership w i t h 
H o w a r d Barnstone, "sof tened w i t h ... col 
ors and t rad i t ional accents," as Bol ton 
explained in an interview w i t h Houston 
Post columnist Charlotte Tapley.2 

A l though Bol ton's design sensibil it ies 
were more refined than W i l l i a m Wor-
tham's, 5000 I ongmout also represented 
a nostalgia for archi tectural ly def ined 
urban space. The s tunn ing paradox o f 
both the l .ongmont and Westhury c o m -
plexes, a paradox that w o u l d characterize 
Houston's u rban development lor the rest 
of the century, was that they were bui l t in 
the midst of quintessent ial , mid-ceuturv 
ranch house suburb ia . Bo l ton expla ined 
this as a factor o f real estate prices — 
which made land acquis i t ion tor a c o m -
plex the size " I 1000 l .ongmont too 
expensive nearer the center of Hous ton — 
and the potent ia l clientele for such houses; 
w idows , couples whose ch i ldren had lelr 
home, young couples, and bachelors. 
Rather than the laetors o l land-use 

demand, t ranspor ta t ion accessibil ity, and 
concent ra t ion o f popu la t ion typical ly cited 
by urban histor ians ai mid-century to 
account for the appearance o f such new 
high-density bui ld ings types as the sky-
scraper, or the disappearance of such 
established types as the row house, Bo l ton 
art iculated a l inked sequence o f develop-
ment cost calculat ions, " l i fes ty le , " and 
upper-muld le- income life cycle cond i t ions 
in account lor the paradoxical reappear-
ance ot a high density urban house type in 
low-densi ty, suburban settings. 

Un t i l the m id -1960s , townhouscs 
tended to be bui l t in purpose-developed, 
mu l t i - un i t enclaves in new, ou t l y i n g sec 
tors of Hous to n rather than in older, cen-
ter-ci ty ne ighborhoods. The M a r b l e A rch 
comp lex , a subdiv is ion o l apar tments and 
townhouses bu i l t by d i f ferent developers, 
and |. I., l 'hi l ips's Br iargrove T o w n -
houses, designed by I a n g w i t h . Wi lson ev 
K ing , were completed in I464-6S a long 
Wcsdic in ier between Foun ta inv iew and 
l l i l l c r o f t . Sagetown, o f l Sage Road, and 
the adjacent Del M o n t e Place, designed 
by Clov is Hc imsa th in I9<S4, were other 
mu l t i - un i t townhouse enclaves. T o w n -
house complexes were bu i l t in IV64 in 
Sharps town and at Nassau Bay, the latter 
adjacent to the new t o w n of Clear Lake 
C i ty , 25 miles f r o m d o w n t o w n I l ous ton . 

T w o complexes completed in 1965 
i l lustrate the divergent tendencies in 
I louston townhouse design as the t o w n -
house migrated I roni the suburbs into the 
c i ty : I low ar i l Barnstone's ten-unit Vass.ir 
Place complex at 1305 Vassar Place and 
John R. Wheeler's 29-uni t I ovett Town 
house Apar tments at S I I I .ovett Boule-
vard, Barnstone, w h o developed as well as 
designed Vassar Place, carefully shaped the 
complex of rental apartments to its curved 
site at the end of an esplanade-centered 
boulevard. Barnstone downp layed the 

facades o f the uni ts, emphasiz ing instead 
an intr icate weaving o l indoor and out -
door spaces, I le developed a sequence of 
small ou tdoor spaces leading f rom the 
street th rough entry courts or terraces in to 
each uni t , then to private patios and a 
shared garden cour t . I le integrated the car 
w i t h street-facing carports that buffered 
each unit f r om the street and d id awav 
w i t h onsite dr iveways and park ing lots. At 
the I ovett Boulevard complex, emphasis 
was on the di f ferent iated architecture ot 
the facades. The townhouse units were 
l ined uifi a long the public sidewalks on 
I n \ i u and Stanford, imbu ing the c o m -
plex's Georgetown- l ike archi tectural theme 
w i t h more plausibi l i ty than the Westhury 
townhouses. To accommodate park ing , a 
depressed park ing garage was integrated 
in to the complex. Provision for ou tdoor 
space and parked cars were pract ical issues 
that required resolut ion so that townhous-
es cou ld be t ransformed f rom rental hous-
ing to tee-simple ownersh ip , or to a new 
type ot tenure that became legally feasible 
in 196 ' . condom in i u m ownership. 

I l o w a r d Barnstone and his col league 
at the Univers i ty o f Houston 's college 
o f arch i tecture, Burdette Keeland Jr., 
addressed these issues in complexes that 
each designed and developed in the burner 
Add i t i on , near Vassar Place, in the early 
1970s. Located in the Museum Dist r ic t , 
the Turner Add i t i on , a long w i t h Mon t rose , 
was a favored locat ion for the construc-
t ion of in - town townhouses begmiim!'. in 
the late I 960s. The architect John 1 lalbert 
Hackney designed a townhouse lor Dr. 
James Crawley at 12(11 Berthe.i in the 
Turner Add i t i on in 1969 that displays the 
influence o l Preston Bolton's architecture. 
I lackney conf igured the Crawley 1 louse 
a round an internal cour tyard . He shaped 
the street trout o f the house to set the 
stage lor the row o l townhouses he 

assumed w o u l d be bui l t alongside it. 
Barnstone bui l t three houses in the 

backyard of a duplex he owned in the 
4900 bi„ck of Graustark Street in 1972. 
Each is 16 feet w ide , the w i d t h o f a single 
garage stall plus an ad jo in ing inter ior pas-
sage and stair. Barnstone described this as 
a "professor-ish exper iment " to test the 
feasibil ity o l bu i ld ing on such na r row 
frontages, whi le incorpora t ing the car. 
W i t h i n this compressed space, Barnstone 
used sectional d i f ferent iat ion t o in t roduce 
a sense ot spatial exp.uisiveness. The rear-
facing l iv ing room is t w o stories high. It 
over looks a rear garden cour t , and is over-
looked in tu rn by a d in ing balcony on top 
o l the garage. The exter iors o f the four-
level houses are domestic in appearance 
w i thou t invo lv ing historical imagery. 

In 197.1, in the I 100 b lock of 
Barkdu l l Street, Keeland used the lu l l 
depth o f t o w n lots to design houses w i t h 
25 - f oo t -w id c street f rontages. Th is made 
it possible to incorpora te street- facing, 
double-car carpor ts w i t h each m m . 
Rather than s imply repeat ing uni t plans, 
Keeland in t roduced in terna l var ia t ions. In 
one, he had the rear- facmg l i v ing r o o m , 
wh ich opened ou t t o a sha l low rear 
cou r t , span the fu l l w i d t h o f the parcel . In 
another, he treated the l i v i ng r o o m as a 
glass-wal led box that projected i n t o this 
rear cou r t , w i t h very narrow slots ot out -
door space separat ing the glass side-walls 
of the r o o m f r o m the side par ty -wa l ls of 
the ad jo in ing uni ts . The effect was magi -
cal rather than oppressive, because ot the 
plav ol n H i . l i d hej i i ott the es l i i l i. i 
side w a l k . Koo l terraces increased the 
amoun t of usable o u t d o o r space. As 
Barnstone d id at Vassar Place, Keel.mi l 
underplayed the facades. Barnstone and 
Keeland addressed the prob lem ol l imits 
w i t h span.d ingenuity. Each demonstrated 
the leasibihiv ot bu i ld ing spacious seem 
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Southampton Court Townhouses, 1983, Ziegler Cooper. Haddon Townhouses, 1983, Arquitedonica 

Arlington Court, 1985, William F. Stern & Associates. 

inn houses in a r o w con f i gu ra t i on , w i t h 
nn side w i n d o w s , on fract ions of t o w n 
lots that cou ld be sold m fee s imple , l ike 
conven t iona l , f reestanding houses. 

Other I lo t is ton architects in the early 
1970s sought to demonstrate the adapt-
abi l i ty of the tee-simple r o w house to 
exist ing t o w n lots. J im I 'owers, w h o 
w o r k e d lor Barnstone on the ( I r . ius tark 
Townhouses, designed and developed 
three townhouses at 441 )9 -1* M o u n t 
Vernon thai external ized single-car, gable-
roofed garages as Freestanding '"gatehous-
es" in f ront o f a r o w of two-s to ry t o w n -
houses. I t , I I . Donnel ley T.rdman, W i n t o n 
l:. Scott, and Peter C. I 'apademetr iou, 
three instructors at the Rice Univers i ty 
School of Arch i tec ture, co l laborated on 
the design o f a s ix-uni t complex devel-
oped by Trdman at V>0 I -1 1 Roseland in 
Mont rose . 1 his row employed concrete 
t i l t -wa l l cons t ruc t ion , in ter io r steel joists 
and deck ing, and stepped-section in ter ior 
p lann ing to lest the feasibil ity o) app ly ing 
warehouse const ruc t ion practices to the 
townhouse. W i l l i a m T. Cannady, w h o also 
taught at Rice, designed a number o f row 
houses m the early 1970s. In a subdiv is ion 
that permi t ted duplexes, he designed a 
pair o l freestanding houses on a single lot 
at 2.166-68 Dunstan Road in 1973 that 
were, in effect, e longat ions ot their street-
fac ing, double-car garages. The stained 
w o o d siding reflects the emerging ecologi-
cal look o f rhe 1970s, typical ly essayed 
w i t h a fo rmal restraint and lack o f e u r o 
version that set them apart f r om developer 
housing. Each o f these complexes resobed 
the issue ot the garage. The I'owers and 

Cannady complexes had die advantage of 
ful l lor depths, wh ich enabled them to 
main ta in exist ing front yard setbacks. 
The T r d m a n c o m p l e x , l i ke l ia rnstonc 's 
Craus ta rk Townhouses , was bui l t astr ide 
the na r rowe r d imens ion ot a corner lo t . 

so tha t houses face the side street 
ra ther than the ma in street. They over-
r ide ex is t ing setbacks and f i l l the l o t , 
w a l l i n g up the in ter io r side lo t - l i ne of 
the house next door. 

D u r i n g the early 1970s, the type of 
the ! lo t is ton townhouse was fo rmu la ted . 
It invo lved a rectangular ly-p lanned r o w 
house incorpora t ing a street-facing dou-
ble garage, w i t h l iv ing spaces stacked t w o 
or three stories behind and above the 
garage. Th is enabled the house to be sold 
in fee simple and e l iminated c o m m u n a l 
spaces that required an owners ' associa 
t i n n , regulat ions for use, and mainte-
nance fees. As the South A f r i can- t ra ined 
I lous ton architect A lan l ; . I l i rschf ie ld 
ohscrved ot such arrangements, " lex.uis 
don ' t l ike t o share." Architects W i l l i a m J . 
\nderson and I• >iIi R Wi lson designed 

and developed a number of exemplary 
r o w house projects in the lare 1960s and 
early 1970s in the Hissonnct and V i rg in ia-
Ferndale co r r ido rs that adapted the 
I lous ton r o w house type to var ious 
site configurations. 

In the per iod ot intense construct ion 
act iv i ty that occurred between the expan-
sion of the internat ional o i l market at the 
end o f the 1970s and its collapse in I9N2-
83 , a number o f more complex ly con-
ceived townhouse developments were 
bui l t . These complexes were arcbitectui. i l 
ly predicated on an at t r ibute o f Preston 
Bolton's and 1 toward l iarnstone's row 
house designs of the 1960s: the townhouse 
as urban design. They also relied on archi-
tectural design as a market ing too l . 

Taft Archi tects designed the s ix-uni t 
( i r ov i i i m i l 11 pwnhouses of I 9K0 at 
4,1 IS-4320 Floyd Street in the West End 
as ,\\\ exp lo ra t i on in layer ing o u t d o o r and 
indoor space I " create staged degrees o l 
commun i t y and pr ivacy. I heir analyt ica l 
aesthetic d i f fered front the more sponta-

neous approach of H o w a r d Harnstone, 
but they addressed s imi lar issues. 
N e a r t o w n Development C o r p o r a t i o n , 
w h i c h developed and bu i l t t ownhouse 
complexes, emerged as the pr inc ipa l ta l -
ent broker, emu la t ing at smaller scale the 
practice begun by Gera ld D. I l ines in the 
late 1960s of h i r ing w e l l - k n o w n archi -
tects ( in Near town 's instance, Hous to n 
architects) t o give its projects a mar-
ketable degree o l design d is t inc t ion . 
Ziegler Cooper, W i l l i a m 1. Stern cv 
Associates, the I louston branch o l the 
M i a m i l i n n Arqu i tec ton ica , and A lan 
Hi rschf ie l t l p roduced designs for 
N e a r t o w n as we l l as other investors. 

Z i cg l c r Coope r and Stern gave spe-
c ia l emphasis to the design o f c o m m u n i -
ty space in the i r comp lexes . S o u t h -
a m p t o n C o u r t o f 198.} by Z ieg le r 
Cooper i nvo lved the i n c o r p o r a t i o n of a 
pr ivate street " i i a series ot resident ial 
lots in w h i c h townhouses were stacked 
t w o deep. Z ieg ler Cooper had co l labo-
rated w i t h harns tone on the site p l an -
n ing o f the Ins t i tu te l a n e Townhouses 
nearby; they absorbed ba rust one's ab i l i -
ty t o con f i gu re o u t d o o r and i n d o o r 
spaces in in t r ica te ways to create layers 
that made the complex 's pub l i c tho r -
ough fa re seem more l ike a compact 
street f ron ted w i t h houses than a dr ive-
w a y bordered by garage doors . Stern's 
A r l i n g t o n C o u r t o f 1985 in the Heights 
also i nvo lved the redevelopment of a l ine 
ot I. i nner single f am i l y lo ts . H e , t oo , 
stacked r o w houses t w o deep on the 
lo ts , w h i l e m a i n t a i n i n g the f r on t setback 
a long A r l i n g t o n Street. Stern's c o m m u -
nal space is no t an i n te r i o r street but a 
centra l greensward tha i begins w i t h a 
s t reet- fac ing gatehouse — iden t i f y i ng the 
comp lex as a c o m m u n i t y — a n d c u l m i -
nates in a wa l led s w i m m i n g poo l cou r t . 
In each c o m p l e x , rounded w i n d o w and 

stair bays shape in te r i o r spaces w i t h i n 
un i ts wh i l e c rea t ing po in ts o f focus that 
v isual ly organize o u t d o o r spaces. 

A rqu i tec ton ica , in rhe H a d d o n 
Townhouses o f 1 9 8 1 , the first of four 
I l ous iou townhouse complexes i t 
designed, w o r k e d w i t h t w o corner lots 
across the street f r om each other near rhe 
Rivei Oaks Shopping Center. The I l ad -
don Townhouses are al igned in a terrace 
f o rma t i on facing H a d d o n Street, the side-
street, rather than M c D u f f i e , wh ich all 
other ad jo in ing houses face. The exter iors 
o f the townhouses act as street wal ls to 
channel space in a ne ighborhood of 
1920s br ick veneer cottages. Their rear 
elevations and the side elevations that 
con f ron t each other across M c D u f f i e par 
t ic ipate in t ins effort to conf igure urban 
spate , an ef for t no t much appreciated by 
ne ighbors, however, because of rhe 
change in scale and house type that 
Arqu i tec ton ica s townhouses aggressively 
imposed. Arqu i tecton ica 's exter ior 
designs were as fo rma l l y ex t rover ted as 
any developers ' , but their recesses, projec-
t ions , and co lo r comb ina t ions code 
changes of use and vo lume inside each 
house, as they do in Ziegler Cooper 's and 
Stern's designs. 

The Hous ton real estate depression 
that lasted f rom the m i d - 1980s th rough 
the mid-1990s sharply reduced the market 
for new speculat ively-bui l t townhouses. 
I oi isequeiuly, the practice o f commiss ion-
ing w e l l - k n o wn architects, as opposed to 
architects special iz ing in r o w house design 
for developers, was cur ta i led . An excep-
t ional project f rom ibis per iod , the 
W r o x t o n Townhouses of 1992 by Albert 
Pope and W i l l i a m Sherman, t w o young 
instructors at Rice, reaff i rmed the issues 
that amb i t ious architects typical ly consid-
ered cr i t ical in new row house design. 
Rather than stressing exter ior imagery, 
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West End townhouses, 1999, MC2 Architects. 

West End Lofls, Deleting Avenue, 1999, Lorry S. Davis & Associates. 

WroKlon Townhouse!, 1992, Albert Pope and William Sherman. 

Pope and Sherman layered exter ior space 
w i t h simply composed Iront wal l planes. 
bui l t on a row o f lots in a ne ighborhood 
o f s ingle- fami ly houses, the townhouses 
respected the prevai l ing I ront setback so 
as not to overwhe lm die next -door neigh-
bors. Pope and Sherman reconsidered the 
spatial sequence o f entry to produce a 
capt iva t ing lobby c o u r t y a r d , an ou tdoor 
room replete w i t h bu i l t - in fu rn i tu re , as a 
prelude to the Iront door. 

The recovery ot I lonston 's economy 
in the second halt o f the 1990s resulted 
in a b o o m in new, expensive, inner-ci ty 
row house cons t ruc t i on . A few ma jo r 
developers, such as Perry I tomes and 
l .ovet l I Ion ics, d o m i n a t ed the marke t . 
They ra t iona l ized the p r o d u c t i o n of 
hous ing uni ts so ef f ic ient ly tha t design 
d i s t i nc t i on , as pract iced in the early 
1980s, d id not c o m m a n d a compet i t i ve 
edge in th is market cycle. In t u r n , this 
Conf i rmed the posi t ion o i such architects 
as M a r i o n Spears Arch i tec ts , w h o spe-
cia l ized in p roduc ing t ownhouse designs 
for developers. Designs con fo rmed to the 
market version of the I l ous tou t o w n -
house type, facades are arch i tec tura l l y 

maximized with scenographic devices, 
a l though in a row o l houses, house 
f ronts tend to repeat, rather than vary as 
the) d id in the 1460s. Since the late 
1990s, there has been a tendency t o 
max im ize site coverage and m in im ize 
o u t d o o r space. Townhouses in the '90s 
cycle are not iceably more spacious inside 
than those o f the 'SOs cycle. 

There are fewer arch i tectura l a l terna-
tives to preva i l ing market types than in 
the early l9X0s. Those that stand out as 
except ional are of ten developed by arch i -
tects and other design professionals. The 
landscape architect James Burnett devel-
oped the lour unit I laskel l "Townhouses 
on t w o lots ove r l ook ing M e m o r i a l Park 

in 1995. 1 lis architect on the pro ject , 
Nata lye Appe l , absorbed the lessons of 
the 1970s and 'SOs in her design. As w i t h 
Stem's A r l i n g t on C o u r t , she t ook advan-
tage o f a rear alley to prov ide garages on 
the hack ot each house. She and Burnett 
p rov ided a doub le layer of gardens 
between the street <md the f ron t door , as 
I.iii Archi tects d id ,u d o n e C o u r t . Appe l 
was as ingenious as Arqu i tec ton ica in 
stepping internal sections and i n t roduc ing 
light from mul t ip le sources to avo id the 
boxcar sensation that results when light 
enters onlv I r om the na r row ends ot the 
house. She prov ided roo f terraces, as 
Burdette Keeland Jr. did, to maximize 
usable o u t d o o r space. 

M C - Archi tects , C h u n g and C h u o n g 
Nguyen , have developed, designed, and 
constructed townhousc rows in the West 
End and the Sixth Ward H is to r i c D is t r ic t . 
The ext rovers ion character ist ic o f market 
hous ing is internal ized in their projects to 
produce h ighly act ivated in ter io r vo l -
umes. Tarry S. Davis has established an 
idemitv lor his West 1 m l I ofts in 
I I l lus ion 's inner-ci ty market by develop-
ing and designing Calva lume-sur faced 
row houses, f irst in the West l ind and 
more recently in the M i d t o w n lax 
Increment Reinvestment / o n e N u m b e r 
Two. Dav is , w h o is p repar ing to expor t 
the t in townhousc to Dal las and Aus t i n , 
has b rough t an architect 's sensibi l i ty to 
the marketp lace, c ra f t ing a series of 
design var ia t ions that can be reproduced 
in r o w house arrangements or in larger 
gated enclaves. Arch i tec tura l ly , Dav is ' 
houses are m o d e m . H is in ter iors are e lh 
cient in their a l locat ion o f space rather 
than theatr ical but i l l -p lanned. H is sk i l l 
in p roduc ing visual ly memorab le yet spa 
c ious, f lex ib le , l igh t - f i l led l i v ing env i ron -
ments causes his townhouses to stand out 
compet i t ive ! ) in a f ield populated w i t h 

ex t rover ted but poor l y integrated eclectic 
designs. Davis is especially p roud that a 
s igni f icant percentage of the buyers w h o 
purchase his townhouses are archi tects 
and other design professionals. 

In t w o inner-c i ty ne ighborhoods , 
M i d t o w n m the o ld South la id and the 
Treedmen's Town I l is tor ic D is t r ic t in 
1'ourth W a r d , t o w n houses have f igured 
as the arch i tec tura l shock t roops o l the 
C i t y o f I lonston 's e f for t to retake the 
inner c i ty lo r the a f f luen t , even though 
ib is entai ls d isplacement o f l ow- income 
residents and the des t ruc t ion o f h is tor ic 
cu l t u ra l landscapes. bo t h ne ighborhoods 
demonst ra te that the marke t , even when 
adher ing to design guidel ines imposed by 
L I S I I K lenient reinvestment / one hoards, 
is un l i ke ly to produce arch i tec tura l l y dis-
t ingu ished, or even ing ra t ia t i ng , u rban 
sel l ings. U n b u n d l i n g ex te r io r design, 
in te r io r p lann ing , and site p lann ing i n t o 
discrete features, character ist ic o i the 
vvav the market has t reated the t o w n -
house in H o u s t o n , may make sense eco-
nomica l ly , but it fai ls to p roduce coher-
ent arch i tec ture. The quest lo r architec-
tu ra l coherence, and the consequent 
desire for urban coherence, have consis-
tent ly set arch i tec tura l ly aware I lous ton 
townhouses apart f r o m those fo rmu la ted 
to respond to marke t preferences. The 
I lous ton t ownhousc emerged after I 9 6 0 
in response to a marke t searching for an 
expanded arrav ol m idd le - income hous-
ing types. Hut despite the recogn i t ion at 
Westbury and S000 I o n g m o i n that the 
townhousc had the po ten t ia l to shape 
urban space in vvavs that might prove 
appea l ing in the marke t place, its arch i -
tec tura l value as a too l o f ci ty f o r m a t i o n 
has never ou tpe r f o rmed its economic 
value as a type ot hous ing un i t . 

The hard , though not immu tab le , 
t ru th is that the I lous ton townhouse is a 

d is t inc t local type, as is the k i n d of 
u rban ism it presupposes: oppor tun is t i c , 
aggressive, f ragmented. I lous lon 's civic 
cu l ture of " a n y t h i n g goes" tolerates 
arch i tectura l except ions that are more 
r igorously and respousiblv executed than 
the n o r m . But the very t ra i ts that ensure 
the r igor and responsibi l i ty of the excep-
t ions — site specif icity, spat ial ingei iu i iv , 
tectonic c lar i ty , f o rma l restraint — don' t 
lend themselves to the economies of mar-
ket ing and serial r ep roduc t i on . Even 
when design guidel ines have been imple-
mented, as in the tax increment reinvest 
ment /ones , the practices they ins t i tu t ion -
alize reflect the m idd le ot the spect rum 
rather the extremes. 

The d i lemma that (he Hous ton town-
house i l lustrates — is n p r imar i l y an eco-
nomic inst rument or a spatial place? — 
touches to an extreme degree on the con-
t rad ic t ion that animates I lonston's urban 
development . Examin ing the Hous ton 
townhouse in histor ical perspective exter-
nalizes the conf l ic ts between the ways 
architects tend to conceive of archi tectura l 
and urban issues and the ways these issues 
are trained in the larger cu l ture , wh i ch in 
f loi ist i iii is entrepreneurial i tilt t in I be 
archi tectura l point ot view is a minor i ty 
pos i t ion , at one extreme ot a con t i nuum 
whose midd le , in I l ous ton , is the market-
place and Us measure of value, m a x i m u m 
p i o l i i . This d i cho tomy makes it l ikel) that 
the Hous ton townhouse w i l l cont inue to 
enshrine the market 's images of " h o u s e " 
rather than enl ightened architects' visums 
o f " t o w n . " B 
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