
Houston's historic Rice Hotel, transformed 
into a 312-unit loft apartment building. 
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By Dan Searight 

Fur one day in early M a y , d o w n t o w n 
I [ot ts ton looked l ike its p romoters 
have long c la imed it cou ld . The 

streets were ri l led w i t h people; famil ies 
strol led a long bu f fa lo Bayou; restaurants 
were burs t ing w i t h pat rons. The centra l 
business dist r ic t g l owed w i t h life that con-
t inued deep in to the evening. In (act, it 
wasn' t unt i l m idn igh t that the c rowds 
th inned and the city tel l quiet . 

I he catalyst for al l th is energy was the 
of f ic ia l open ing ot phase t w o o f Scsqui 
centennia l Park, S.2 acres o) green space 
on the western side of the vvor iham Cen-
ter. O f course, special events have always 
managed to breathe some v i ta l i ty in to 
d o w n t o w n , however ephcmcra l ly , but this 
one was par t icu lar ly ins t ruct ive. Even 

make it to the park they cou ld see beneath 
them. It was hard ly the c rowds that had 
been visual ized. True, it can take t ime for 
un fami l i a r projects to settle in to the city's 
fabr ic , hut the nearly vacant park d i d 
raise a quest ion: just h o w effective has al l 
the a t tent ion given to d o w n t o w n really 
been in terms of creat ing a sustainable 
urban commun i t y? In creat ing, that is, a 
c o m m u n i t y in wh i ch people go to w o r k , 
spend t ime on the street, and enjoy all 
the amenit ies o f t rad i t i ona l suburban l i fe : 
the grocery store, mov ie bouse, schools, 
and recreat ional oppor tun i t ies? Once all 
the touted centra l c i ty projects are c o m -
pleted, w i l l d o w n t o w n I lous ton resemble 
Sesquiccntennial Park at the height o f its 
ded ica t ion — fu l l and bus t l ing — or w i l l 

Urban Glue 
Getting people downtown is one thing. 

' there ' there. The p rob lem becomes, how 
d o we make a ' t he re ' ? " 1 Belzer def ined 
four key factors that comb ine to yield a 
successful urban rev i ta l i / a t ion e f for t : 

• Context 
K n o w the c o m m u n i t y or the con tex t 
and have a v is ion plan w i t h i n wh ich 
projects arc created; 

• Scale 
M a t c h the level o f investment w i t h the 
level of r isk. Don ' t risk beyond what the 
pr ivate sector w i l l suppor t ; 

• Diversity 
Projects must occur in a b road con tex t ; 
iu> i>m- project w i l l solve al l the p rob lems 
in a ne ighborhood or c o m m u n i t y ; 

• Image 
( . odd projects w i l l f i t the v is ion fo r the 
target ne ighborhood or c i ty .-

Belzer's four cr i ter ia are someth ing o l 
a rest for the urban rev i t a l i / a t i on process. 
A n d on her h is t po in t , at least, I louston 
doesn't Lire par t i cu la r ly we l l . It laeks 
bo th a fo rma l master p lan and a wel l 
def ined publ ic pol icy to guide p lann ing 
ef for ts , the on ly ma jor U.S. c i ty that can 
boast o f such a dub ious honor. Th is 

Making them stay is another. 

though there- were activi t ies such as the 
buffalo Bsyou Regatta, the dedication of 
seven 70- foo t - ta l l "P i l la rs ot the C o m m u -
n i t y " created by art ist M e l Ch in w o r k i n g 
w i t h local schoo lch i ld ren, and WatcrF i rc 
1 l o u s t o n , in w h i c h JO bonf i res were set 
ablaze d o w n the midd le o f the bayou , the 
po in t was not s imply to create a new 
spr ing fest ival . Rather, the po in t was to 
suggest that d o w n t o w n had become an 
appeal ing place to be regardless ot 
whether or not a festival was in the off-
ing , tha i the area cou ld be engaging on its 
o w n . fu r the r , i t was suggested that one o f 
the reasons for this was such new aineni 
lies as Sesquiccntennial Park. 

but later in the week, after the 
remains o l the open ing ceremonies had 
been cleared away, it appeared there 
might be a p rob lem w i t h that suggestion. 
O n this par t icu lar d o w n t o w n day Sesqui-
ccntennia l Park was almost e m p t y On ly a 
few people wandered next to the bayou , 
whi le a lew others wa lked a long the edge 
o f the W o r r h a m Center, unsure of h o w to 

it be more l ike the park in the week fol 
l o w i n g — a we l l bu i l t monument al l but 
In n i l o l hie? 

The answer to this quest ion depends 
in great part o n h o w wel l the ci ty f i l ls the 
spaces between signature structures such 
as the ba l lpark at Un ion Stat ion and 
Bayou Place. There have been encourag-
ing signs. The g r o w i n g act iv i ty in the the-
ater d is t r ic t , w i t h lines snak ing ou t o f new 
M a r k e t Square restaurants such as Tasca, 
C a b o , and Solera, give o f f a s t rong sense 
o f l i fe. Hut can th is last? 

In ll)l'f», Dena Belzer, an economist 
with San Francisco's Bay Area Economics, 
offered up a few guidelines for people 
interested in tracking how well their city 
is do ing in res tor ing v igor to its urban 
center. In an address to the Mayor ' s i on 
terence on Urban Planning held in her 
home ci ty, she struck at the heart o f 
1 I l lusion's current d o w n t o w n redevelop 
n u n t e t lo r t when she noted that " w h e n 
s tar t ing to revital ize a c o m m u n i t y you 
usual ly start w i t h a place that has no 

cou ld be a p r o b l e m, since any real estate 
venture, pr ivate or pub l ic , that seeks to 
elevelop land to its best use needs to 
understand the market in wh ich it's 
w o r k i n g , or as belzer puts i t , its contex t . 
Since I lous ton has no master p l an , as 
we l l as no zon ing laws for creat ing use 
pol icy, the I lous ton D o w n t o w n Manage-
ment Dis t r ic t ( 1 I D M D ) , a pr ivate o rgan i -
za t i on , has served as de facto p lann ing 
depar tment fo r the city's d o w n t o w n rede-
ve lopment . W o r k i n g in con junc t ion w i t h 
elected o t l i c ia ls , representatives ot bo th 
the M e t r o p o l i t a n Transit Au tho r i t y and 
the city's Public W o r k s and Engineer ing 
Depar tment , and var ious professional 
and civic groups such as the Amer ican 
Inst i tu te o f Arch i tects , the Cu l t u ra l Ar ts 
Counc i l o l [ l ous ton , and the D o w n t o w n 
[ l i s i onc D is t r i c t , I I D M D has developed 
a v is ion p lan for d o w n t o w n . Cur ren t l y , 
that v is ion p lan designates nun- distr icts. 
I luce o l these — the Theater D is t r i c t , the 

URBAN GLUE Continued on page 26 
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A Walk Through Downtown 
What a difference a few years makes. In early 1995, Cite presented a 
survey of downtown projects either underway or on the drawing board, 
and while the list was impressive, it lacked many of what have come to 
be seen as signature examples of Houston's inner-city revival. As 
recently as three years ago, the Rice Hotel was still a question mark, 
the Ballpark at Union Station had yet to be proposed (though Bud 
Adams and his then Houston Oilers were pushing for a downtown foot-
ball arena), the Sam Houston Coliseum was being touted as a possible 
casino site (as was the western half of the Albert Thomas Convention 
Center), and Cotswotd still referred only to a region of England. If any-
thing, the rapid changes between 1995 and today make it clear how 
even the best laid plans can often turn in unexpected directions — 
something that should be remembered by those promoting the new 
downtown as a pedestrian's paradise just waiting to be born. Still, even 
the most skeptical observers have to admit that there seems to be a 
new spirit animating the central city, and crucial to that spirit have 
been the projects detailed on these two pages. 

Q Bayou Place 
I ike many other downtown projects. 
Bayou Place was late in being completed. 
It was four years late, in fact. But in this 
case the delay proved propitious. On the 
recommendation of the Houston architec-
tural firm Gcrislcr, an inward-looking 
mall was changed into an outward-look 
ing retail complex that has already given 
a boost to the street life in the Theater 
District. As downtown revitali/.ation's 
most visible success 10 dale. Bayou Place-
has raised hopes for, and enthusiasm in, 
other downtown ventures. But what 
remains to he seen is what wi l l be done 
with the still empty sections of the old 
Albert Thomas Convention Center. 
Thai second phase of Bayou Place 
remains on hold. 

© Hobby Center lor the Performing Arts 
What was planned a few years back as a $25 million renovation of the 
Music 11.ill by Theatre Under the Stars has become, instead, a 575 million 
performing arts center designed by New York architect Robert A .M. Stern 
and Morris Architects in 11 oust on, The new facility, to be located on the 
old Music Hall and Sam Houston Coliseum site, wi l l contain two perfor-
mance halls, one that wil l seat 2,(v50 and another that wi l l seat 500, as 
well as rehearsal studios, the offices of Theatre Under the Stars, and the 
Humphreys School of Musical Theatre. Demolition of the old Music Hall 
and the C oliseuin began in June, following the May closing of Victor, 
Victoria, the final show to play the hall. The site is slated to be cleared by 
October, when work will start on the Hobby Center, which is scheduled 
to open in 2001. 

O Sesquicentenniol Pork 
With the dedication this May of phase 
two of Sest]uicentennial Park, the ten-acre 
project is finally finished. Begun more 
than a decade ago, the park is designed to 
be a place where the greenway of Buffalo 
Bayou meets downtown's urban edge, 
otlermg gardens, a promenade, and a 
commons area for outdoor concerts. 
There is now some discussion of tying the 
park to the next element easi along the 
bayou, Allen's Landing, and the Heritage 
Trail east of that. 

n u l l i i n — — — 
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The mayor may be back in the old City 
I Till building ar 401 Baghy, but City Hall 
isn't completely back in action. Though the 
mayor's offices are basically completed, 
much of the public space is still under 
construction. The project began in 1994 
when City Council approved Sl. l million to 
renovate the 19 ll) building in order to 
address safety issues. At the time, work was 
scheduled to be linished III two years; it's 
now lour years and counting. In June, the 
Brown administration began a probe of 
the delays in response to allegations ol 
spending irregularities. And at the moment, 
the project has no firm completion date. 
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Q Cotswold Project 
rwo years ago, the (. otswold Project was touted as an urban miracle thai would, through a series oi 
fountains, ponds, and a pedestrian mall along Congress Avenue, tie Market Square to the new ballpark 
at Union Station. Now it's struggling to keep its head above the very water with which it was identified. 
Part of the problem was that Cotswold was a private plan that wanted to use public space, and the city 
couldn't see its way to turning control of the area over to the foundation that would run t otswold. 
Too, the talk by Cotswold boosters of closing t ongress conflicted with Metro's downtown transit 
plans. Recently, Mayor Lee Brown has pushed the idea of the city taking over the project, which has 
been scaled back to focus on narroweil rather than closed streets, broader sidewalks, diagonal parking, 
and tree-lined blocks, along with a reduced number of fountains. The cost is estimated at $40 mil l ion, 
which Cotswold supporters say could be financed by increased income from area parking. 

i HUfLJ 

©TARGET 

%J Metro Downtown and Midtown Streets Transit Project 
After close to two ve.irs ol delays resulting from a federal court ban against the Metro-
politan Transit Authority's affirmative action program, Metro this June finally began a 
five-year, $215 million project to rebuild some 300 blocks of downtown and Midtown. 
Plans are for the streets to be repaved in concrete and given designated bus lanes, brick 
sidewalks, improved bus stops, informational kiosks, and new landscaping. The first 
stage is the reworking of seven blocks of San Jacinto from Walker to I reland, a $5.5 
million contract handled by MITt I'ngineers Inc. and according to Metro, by December 
the work should extend to 12 more street segments. Fifty percent of the project's 
funding is being covered In Metro, while the 1'ederal Transit Authority is picking Up 
-52 percent, the city 16 percent, and the Houston Downtown District 2 percent. 

0 The Rice Hotel 
Much of the hopes tor downtown 
revitali/.aiion have been vested in this 
$.?2 million project, which is scheduled to 
open officially this fall. Already, though, 
more than SO residents have settled into 
the historic structure, and the ground 
floor ballroom has hosted some public 
events. When finished, the Rice will have 
312 rental units and 25,000 square feet 
01 retail space. 

O The Ballpark at Union Station 
This year's droughr may have been a 
bane to farmers, but it was a boon to the 
builders of the Houston Astros* new 
home. The dry weather meant that 
construction was able to keep well on 
schedule. As of early September the 
facility was almost 2S percent complete, 
putting the $249.5 mil l ion stadium on 
track to open at the start of the 2000 
baseball season. Fans have been able 
to follow work on the ballpark 
on-line courtesy of Houston Sidewalk 
(houston.sidewalk.com/ballpark), which 
has set up a camera to record the stadi-
um's move toward the millennium. A 
S20I mil l ion bond issue has been issued 
to cover the bulk of the construction 
costs. Hut some questions remain, among 
them, where wi l l all the cars park? 
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URBAN GLUE Continued From page 23 

M a i n Street C o r r i d o r a round Foley's 
Depart muni Store, and the His tor ic Dis-
t r i c t , wh ich includes Marke t Square and 
Sesquicentennial Park — have been target-
ed in receive p r io r i t y t reatment . L i gh t i ng , 
banners, and special decorat ive street fur-
n i tu re are being used to give the var ious 
d o w n t o w n dist r ic ts discrete identi t ies. 

I ID .MIVs vis ion plait v iews the street 
as t in f r amework and backbone o f 
Hous ton 's redevelopment ef for t . W i t h 
that in m i n d , p lann ing tor d o w n t o w n con -
siders pedestrians to be as i m p o r t a n t as 
d t ise is . Met ro 's D o w n t o w n and M i d i o w n 
Streets Transit Project, coupled w i t h p r i -
vate tunds f rom I I D M D . seeks to kn i t 
together the centra l city's var ious dist r ic ts 
t h rough both a vehicular and a pedestr ian 
n e t w o r k , w i t h d is t inct ive pav ing and 
landscaping being used to designate w h i c h 
/ones belong to vehicles, and w h i c h 
to walkers. 

T h e pedestrian ne twork is being 
created in part by w iden ing s idewalks to 
encourage street in teract ion and retai l 
act iv i ty . W h e n bu i l d i ng a w a l k i n g c o m m u -
ni ty, creat ing a l ively street env i ronment 
is as key as g iv ing people a place to go. 
En essence, the t r i p needs to be made as 
in t r i gu ing as the a r r i va l . People need 
places to sit and w o r k , play Hearts on 
a lap top computer , enjoy a beverage, 
and otherwise feel a connect ion w i t h 
their sur roundings , 

Var ious d o w n t o w n developments have 
at tempted to create a sensitive in teract ion 

w i t h the street. D u e con t r i bu t i ng factor to 
t ins has been I I D M D ' s grant p rog ram, 
wh ich has been in effect since 1992 and 
has d is t r i bu ted more than a ha l f -m i l l i on 
do l la rs t o ) 9 pro jects . 1 The p rog ram 
began w i t h small grants for c leanup and 
refurb ishment w i t h the intent of changing 
pub l ic percept ion o f the d o w n t o w n target 
d ist r ic ts , but it has also given larger 
grants to s u j i ventures .is the I logg 
Palace at 401 Lou is iana, one o f d o w n -
town's first and most interest ing success 
stories. A conversion o l an histor ic off ice 
bu i l d ing to loft housing and re ta i l , the 
I iogg Palace received a grant o f $15 ,000 , 
w h i c h a l lowed developer Randal l Davis to 
tu rn wha t might have been g round f loor 
pa rk ing in to the Palace Cafe and , more 
recently, the I logg C r i l l . 1 

M a n y cur rent d o w n t o w n ventures 
are f o l l o w i n g this model o f us ing the 
street as an anchor for bu i l d ing a sense 
of place. T w o o f the city's most amb i t i ous 
projects to date, the me tamorphos ing 
of the A lber t T h o m a s Conven t ion 
Center in to Bayou Place and the renova-
t i on o f the Rice H o t e l , focus a great deal 
o f their a t ten t ion o n their connect ion w i t h 
the street. 

It might not have been that way, par-
t icu lar ly w i t h Bayou Place. Located in the 
heart o f the Theater Dis t r ic t and devel-
oped In the Cord ish Compan y o f Bal t i -
more , Bayou Place as .m idea goes back to 
IVS7. A t f i rst , the p lan was to make the 
project in to a d o w n t o w n ma l l , w i t h al l 
the retai l out lets fac ing o n t o a central 
cour t ami present ing their backs to the 

street. Hut motley prob lems stalled the 
venture. Acco rd ing to M i i h a c l Stevens, 
then head of the Hous ton H o u s i n g 
f i nance A u t h o r i t y and the city's f inancia l 
overseer on the Bayou Place pro jec t , 
I lous ton was o f fe r ing the w r o n g k inds 
o f incentives. The c i ty , he says, had w r i t -
ten a contract guaranteeing Co rd i sh pay-
ments o l $1 m i l l i on per year for 50 years. 
I hough that's a lot of money to guar.111 

tee, it d idn ' t do the developer a m good in 
get t ing the f inanc ing needed to undertake 
the improvements required to get Bayou 
Place occup ied , Stevens says. A t the 
same n ine , the city had no say in vvli.it 
type o l tenants went in to the project. 
" I t cou ld have been one giant shoeshine 
s tand , " says Stevens, " a m i that w o u l d 
have met the terms of the deal the c i ty 
was o f f e r i ng . " 

The f inanc ing problems stalled w o r k 
on Bayou Place. So Stevens restructured 
the ileal by focusing on w h a t the develop-
er needed to make the improvements that 
w o u l d at t ract h igh-qua l i ty tenants. The 
answer was $1,1 m i l l i on in up - f r on t 
f inanc ing at .1 lav 1 l iable interest rate. 
Stevens says he arranged the loan f r o m a 
H ous to n bank, to he paid by Cord ish but 
guaranteed w i t h park ing revenues f r o m 
adjacent c i ty garages, wh i ch w o u l d bene-
f i t f r o m Bayou Place. A t the same t ime, 
the deal was rewr i t ten t o decrease the 
payments to Cord ish to $400 ,000 pel-
year, and the payment stream was l im i ted 
t o 13 years. Th is change, says Stevens, 
saved the ci ty more than S^s m i l l i o n . In 
a d d i t i o n , the c i ty gained the r ight to over-

see what types of tenants went into 
Bayou Place. 

But the most impor tan t result of the 
f inancia l problems was that Bayou Place 
was basically tu rned inside ou t , w i t h the 
businesses facing the street and separate 
entrances tor most o l the tenant spaces. 
In May , Dav id Co rd i sh t o l d a develop-
ment conference that the decis ion to do 
th is was dictated by cost-consciousness, as 
it wasn' t possible to a t t rac t the tenants he 
wanted and st i l l charge them the high 
sharcd-spacc-mainic i iancc lees that typical 
mal l development requ i red . But much o f 
the credit should also go to the architects 
f r o m Censler, Bayou Place's designers, 
w h o helped encourage their c l ient to 
th ink outside the convent iona l I lous ton 
b ig box menta l i ty . 

Bayou Place is s t r ic t ly a retai l venture. 
Its tenants include the Angel ika f i l m I i n 
ter, a mult i -screen mov ie theate; a poo l 
ha l l ; several restaurants; and the Aer ia l 
Theater, wh i ch features live music. It has 
been a great success, and phase t w o is cur-
rent ly in the p lann ing stage. Some have 
argued that part of the reason for Bayou 
Place's success is that it seems to sit on a 
pedestal, a " re ta i l Pa r thenon" resting on a 
p l in th o l concrete, and is thus an easily 
visible dest inat ion . A n d indeed, it 's hard to 
argue w i t h the c rowds that descend on the 
Ins.11 i on . St i l l , it the project has a single 
shor tcoming 11 is that 11 tails to l ink direct-
ly w i t h the street. The underg round park-
ing and pha lanx o f valet pa rk ing drops 
make i t car f r iendly, but not necessarily as 
pedestrian f r iendly as one w o u l d l i ke . 5 
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In contrast to the purely business 
focus o f Bayou Place, the Rice Ho te l 
project combines both hous ing and retai l 
components. The landmark building's 
rooms have been reconf igured in to lof ts , 
wh i le the remainder o f the space w i l l 
include support amenit ies such as a 
grocery store, a newsstand, restaurants. 
and c lubs. W i t h its g roun d f loor shops 
•.pi l l ing out u n t o Texas Avenue, the Rice 
I lotel w i l l tie d i rect ly to the si reel. Its 
residents w i l l he able to en joy bo th the 
grand lobby of o ld and updated retail 
amenit ies. The b u i l d i n g , w h i c h is listed 
on the Na t i ona l I l is tor ic Registry, has 
recently been under scrut iny for go ing 
tuo far w i t h its a l terat ions. The bad 
news is tha t the same renovat ions that 
have helped make the project more 
at t ract ive to prospective tenants may 
end up causing the loss o f key tax breaks 
t l i . I I assisted in the Rice Hotel 's o r ig ina l 
f inancia l v iabi l i ty . 

The success o f Bayou Place and the 
potent ia l success o f the Rice Hote l sug-
gest tha t , despite the lack o f an o f f ic ia l 
master p lan , Hous ton 's d o w n t o w n revi-
ta l izat ion is nonetheless tak ing place 
w i t h i n a context unders tood by bo th the 
ci ty and its developers. So to a degree, at 
least, ii succeeds in meeting Belzer's first 
c r i te r ion . As for her second c r i te r ion — 
not r i sk ing beyond what the pr ivate sec-
tor w i l l support — H D M D and others 
appear to have been effective in their 
efforts to match levels of investment w i t h 
levels of r isk. Whether the economy can 
sustain the ever increasing pace of con -

s t ruc t ion remains t o be seen. In recent 
years the H o u s t o n economy has been so 
s t rong that it seemed a lmos t impossible to 
ove rbu i l d . Km as the pas! has s h o w n , that 
can change qu ick l y . U rban rev i ta l i / a t i on 
is, i f any th i ng , a s low process and one in 
wh ich m o m e n t u m is bu i l l g radual ly over 
years by chang ing at t i tudes and by creat-
ing psychological and economic consen-
sus for the t rans fo rma t ion . If all the 
townhomes being t h r o w n up in M i d t o w n 
and Mon t rose suddenly had t roub le f ind-
ing buyers, or i f the new lofts across f r o m 
the Bal lpark at Un ion Stat ion remained 
empty, then the m o m e n t u m careful ly 
developed since the early nineties cou ld 
wi ther , and w i t h i t w i ther some o f the 
grand hopes o f d o w n t o w n . 

But for now, revi ta l i / .at ion appears to 
be opera t ing at a manageable scale. As 
fo r diversi ty of deve lopment , Bel/.er's 

in teract ion and a sense o f connect iv i ty 
w i t h others. Thus, open space o r c o m m o n 
g r o u n d , as some p lann ing professionals 
cal l i t , remains a key element in the rede-
ve lopment puzzle. Places that a l l o w for 
serendip i tous in terac t ion become v i ta l . 

Open space and green belts are listed 
in I I D M I V s l i terature as a v i ta l c o m p o -
•i . rn lor iht rev i t a l i / a t i on ol di iwntow n 
am i the ad jo in i ng areas o f M i d t o w n , 
Wash ing ton Avenue, Second W a r d , and 
C h i n a t o w n . Buf fa lo Bayou, w i t h i n 
w h i c h d o w n t o w n nestles, is targeted for a 
ma jo r t rans fo rma t ion so that 1 lous ton 
can reconnect w i t h its wa te r f ron t . I be 
Rails to Trai ls pro ject , wh i ch is par t ia l l y 
funded by the federal government , creates 
h ike and b ike paths that w i l l l ink several 
miles o f green space a long Buf fa lo Bayou 
and Braes Bayou and connect neighbor-
hoods a long the way. Sett ing aside laud 

Making a good place is so hard 
to begin with, let's not throw away 

anything that's already okay. 

t h i r d c r i t e r i on , that has also been a c o m -
ponent o f bo th the pub l ic and the 
pr ivate redevelopment push. As connec-
t ions between the large scale projects 
that act as anchors for the nine d o w n -
t o w n d is inc is ident i f ied by H D M D are 
establ ished, a variety o f smal ler projects, 
f r o m stores and restaurants to off ices 
and hous ing, is expected to spr ing up. 
A g a i n , it is tin- street that is the a rmature 
fo r investment . W i t h o u t proper p lann ing 
o f pedestr ian and vehicular l inkages 
between d o w n t o w n ' s v . inous parts, no 
pn i |ec t , large o r sma l l , has a chance 
of succeeding. 

As lo r image, Belzer's f inal c r i t e r i on , 
that may be more proper ly def ined as a 
f i r m connect ion between a place and the 
people w h o live in i l . I i a project is to f i t 
the v is ion o f a n e i g h b o r h o o d , then it has 
to be parr o f tha t ne ighbo rhood ; resi 
dents ' images o f w h o they are and where 
the) are need [o be Congruent. As simple 
.is n sounds, people need to be able to 
ident i fy w i t h their sur round ings, [hey 
need to teel a sense o f commun i t y . W i t h 
all the hype o f ou r d ig i ta l age, human 
beings remain social an imals. We al l need 

for pocket parks w i t h i n the densely 
developed area of d o w n t o w n is impor tan t 
as w e l l . 

In her speech in San Francisco, Belzer 
also touched on one other crucial no t i on 
thai down town ' s developers need to 
remember. " M a k i n g a good place is so 
ba rd to begin w i t h , " she no ted , " let 's 
nor t h r o w away any th ing that's alrcadv 
okay . " The po in t , of course, is that rede-
ve lopment shou ldn ' t a lways mean tear ing 
d o w n and star t ing over. M a n y o f the ele-
ments already in place in I lous ton are 
va luable, and to avo id level ing the goo d 
a long w i t h the bad , it's necessary to care-
h i l ly survey and assess the qua l i t y o f 
ex is t ing bu i ld ings and open spaces. 

The adapt ive reuse o f many d o w n -
t o w n bui ld ings as lof t residences and 
restaurants has been a posi t ive sign that 
the good f r o m the past has no t been over-
l ooked . St i l l , Hous ton has a sad historv 
o l not a lways cher ish ing the bu i ld ings it 
shou ld . C u e example o f (his was the raz-
ing th is spr ing of the bank ing hal l o f the 
l u s t C i ty Na t i ona l Bank, an in te rnat iona l 
style bu i l d ing designed hv the legendary 
C o r d o n Bunshatt of Sk idmore . Ow ings eC 

M e r r i l l in l % l . Located at 1001 M a i n , 
t in bank was l inked lo n-, compan ion high 
rise of f ice tower b\ a glass w a l k w a y ; it 
was demol ished in order to make way for 
a new pa rk i ng garage. Such a story is 
symptomat i c o f wha t can happen when 
redevelopment becomes a slash and burn 
process. One can o n b hope that the 
owner has plans to p rov ide space for 
retail businesses at the garage's g round 
level. Th is w o u l d take advantage o f the 
high toot t raf f ic a long M a i n Street, and 
assist in pedestr ian How d o w n this key 
d o w n t o w n artery. 

In the f inal analysis, one has to ask 
wha t , exact ly, Hous ton 's d o w n t o w n wants 
t o be. Buf fa lo Bayou w i l l never become a 
San A n t o n i o River Walk or r iva l Bal t i -
more's Inner I larbor . M a i n Street w i l l l ike 
ly never match Chicago's M i rac le M i l e . 
S t i l l , t h rough d o w n t o w n can be seen the 
bones o f a great u rban place, one that can 
a t ta in its o w n image over t ime. Some have 
already taken to ca l l i ng the area bounded 
by the Theater Dis t r ic t and Buf fa lo Bayou 
N o D o , for n o r t h d o w n t o w n . They ' re fo l -
l o w i n g the lead set by such we l l k n o w n 
urban areas as N e w York 's Sol l o ( for 
south of I l ous ton Street). Names and 
labels are impo r tan t . They give people a 
sense of ownersh ip in the places they l ive. 

Louis Kahn once said that "spaces 
evoke their use." I v e n though a pro jec t 
may be designed for a certain use, once it's 
bu i l t people a lmost a lways f ind a use for it 
beyond what was lust imagined. In terms 
o f u rban p lann ing , it is the creat ion o f a 
good " space " that may best define the 
essential element needed lo r I lot iston's 
d o w n t o w n to th r i ve , d r a i n e d , the ma jo r i -
ty ot the popu la t i on may always prefer a 
suburban p lo t o f land. T rad i t i ona l u rban 
lite is cer ta in ly not for everyone. However , 
a g r o w i n g number o f young professionals, 
empty nesters, and even famil ies are seek-
ing an env i ronment l ike that promised by 
the p romote rs o f d o w n t o w n . They are 
seeking a w a l k i ng env i ronmen t , one in 
w h i c h home, w o r k , en te r ta inment , neigh 
bors , ami the corner grocery store are all 
closely e n t w i n e d , are all elements of a 
round- the-c lock c o m m u n i t y . Perhaps this 
is the grainiest and most amb i t i ous pro-
mo t iona l scheme in Houston 's h is tory : Hie 
b i r th o l an u rban core in w h i c h the jour-
ney is as interest ing as the dest ina t ion . • 
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