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A master-planned development is differ-
ent from a city in that the development 
corporation guarantees infrastructure and 
services that otherwise would he the result 
of a democratically mandated municipal 
authority: it privatizes what has tradition-
ally been the prerogative of the communi-
ty. Home buyers, who pay a yearly fee to 
the developer or community association 
for maintenance of services (something 
like 60 cents per Si00 assessed value), are 
attracted because these havens of /.oned 
orderliness appear free of the problems of 
the city, such as poor public schools, lack 
of recreation space, and high crime rates. 
These developments are, moreover, the 
ultimate eugenic experiment for I'LUs 
("People Like Us"), since they are general-
ly reservations of that rapidly declining 
species, the aspiring white middle class. A 

and were arranged .10 to a street with a 
community house in the center; this bears 
some correspondence to the conformity of 
suburban houses (which are now market-
ed by national mass builders like pack-
ages of potato chips) built on cul-de-sacs 
with a tot-lot or neighborhood park in 
the center. Utopians were obligated to 
change houses every ten years so they 
would not feel proprietary about their 
dwellings. Americans change their homes 
on the average of once every five years, 
usually for the purpose of trading up, 
and rhus the house is always conceived 
in terms of the value it will have for 
some normative other who will he the 
next to acquire it. Utopia, now with the 
goal of private rather than communitari-
an well-being, is closer than was previous-
ly thought. 
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great deal of breeding goes 
on out in what might be 
called Houston's fertility 
crescent, where the safety 
of children, access to good 
public schools, and well-
organized sports programs 
are the highest priorities. 

DISTINCT FROM mere subdivi-
sions and Planned Unit 
Development schemes, these 
"new towns" have a consid-

erable mix of land uses, including retail, 
commercial, social services, and parks. 
Lach has a population ranging from 
30,000 to 40,000 and an area varying 
from 10,000 to 25,000 acres (the grid 
of downtown Houston covers approxi-
mately 2,000 acres). During the 1980s, 
the majority of new-home starts in the 
Houston metropolitan area gravitated 
to the master-planned developments, 
indicating a victory in real estate terms 
for the fully planned suburb over the rest 
of the city. 

Like the original Humanist 
paragon of planning, 
Thomas More's Utopia 
(1516) - the name of 
which is a play on words 
meaning "no place™ -
these settlements on 
Houston's edges cultivate 
a certain placelessness. 
Although each of the four 
developments described 
below reflects distinct 
topographical characteris-
tics, and a great deal of 
design effort has been 
applied to their landscap-
ing to create a market 
identity and special physi-
cal attributes, all give the 

strong impression of being nowhere in 
particular and are in some ways inter-
changeable. The redounding lack of orien-
tation created by looping roads and the 
anonymity and remoteness caused by the 
setback fabric of these environments sug-
gest a kind of existential camouflage. 

The cities on the island of Utopia were all 
identical and were located approximately 
24 miles, or a six-hour walk, apart. The 
Woodlands is 27 miles and First Colony, 
Kingwood, and Clear Lake City each 22 
miles from downtown, all on the circuit 
of the proposed Grand Parkway, Hous-
ton's beltway beyond the Beltway. All the 
houses in Utopia were of the same model 

Suburban, low-density developments 
have, in the half century since World War 
II, become the site of the new majority of 
population distribution, accounting for 
more than 40 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion in 1990. The suburbs are in general 
architecturally undistinguished and diffi-
cult to represent in plan or through per-
spectival means, and they seem beyond 
the pale of human drama, only suitable 
for the bathos of television serials. 
Nothing can happen in the master-
planned landscape except sheltered breed-
ing to ensure the survival of Homo 
atburbanis, Because of the suburbs' 
exceptional banality but overwhelming 
economic and social importance, there is 
something unexpectedly meaningful 
about their ascendancy. By inverting the 
conventional semantics and values of 
urban space, history and its oppressive 
janissaries, architecture and the city, have 
finally been usurped. Life on the edges of 
Houston is yet another instance of space 
apparently overcoming time. 

The ambivalence of the suburbs as place-
less places and history-free shapcrs of 
civilization is symptomatic of the seman-
tic crisis of the late 20th century, when 
meanings no longer seem to adhere to 
words, when signs and referents are con-
stantly betraying rather than portraying. 
Take, for instance, the fact that new sub-
urbs such as The Woodlands or Hirst 
Colony are generically called "new 
towns," that their advertisers promote 
them as "communities," and that they 
are usually broken down into 1,000- to 
2,000-acre packages referred to as 
"villages." Not formally, structurally, 
socially, or in any other way do these 
developments resemble the entities 
referred to by the words that are attached 
to them. Was there ever a town without a 
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commercial nucleus, a village without a 
main street, or a community without 
historical continuity? The language is so 
delusional that recent arrivals to this real 
estate package deal, such as the offices of 
Duany and Plater-Zyberk or Peter 
Calthorpe, have felt it their rhetorical 
mission to supply a form that better cor-
responds to the name, in hopes of restor-
ing the "tradi t ional" values of the 
phenomenon the original words describe. 
But the rupture in meaning has already 
occurred, and there is no turning back. 

The master-planned development's street 
patterns derive from the picturesque, 
curving streets deployed by Frederick 
Law Olmsted in such plans as that of 
Riverside, Illinois (1869), and from the 
patterns used to separate traffic that were 
devised by Raymond Unwin for the early 
garden cities in England during the first 
decade of this century. The practice of the 
latter led to street configurations that 
avoided frequent intersections and pro-
vided secluded streets. Arterial fast streets 
with internal loops and cul-de-sacs were 
the ingenious solutions. 

Locally, Houston's master-planned devel-
opments aspire to a combination of the 
elite 1920s Olmsted-style subdivision of 
River Oaks, which was given easy auto-
mobile access to downtown by Allen 
Parkway, and the quick-profit middle-
class development of Sharpstown, 
Houston's version of Levittown, located 
in the next ring of western expansion on 
U.S. 59. Sharpstown, begun in the mid-
I 950s. supplied more-affordable houses 
on smaller lots with such amenities as 
schools, a golf course, and a shopping 
mall.-1 The decline in the status and secu-
rity of Sharpstown, which now embraces 
a significant minority population, is not 
likely to be repeated in the current new-
towns. The new new towns are not 
named alter their developers and tend to 
have neighborhoods named after natural 
features, such as Bay Oaks in Clear Lake 
City, Sweetwater in First Colony, Panther 
Creek in The Woodlands, and F.lm Grove 
in Kingwood. Although The Woodlands 
has some commitment to the concept of 
human diversity, the process of real estate 
competition has confined it to marketing 
strategies that inevitably focus on a mid-
dle-class clientele. 

Squiggly street patterns as an alternative 
to the conventional grid made particular 
sense to developers during the car-cra/ed 
1950s and were encouraged by the FHA 
guidelines for subdivisions, since they 
provided a method lor keeping houses 
from facing directb unto loud and dan-
gerous thoroughfares. But while such 
systems facilitated movement on a larger 
scale, they tended to fragment the urban 
fabric and limit interaction at the local 
stale. Viewed Iron; the air. the patterns ol 
arteries threaded with cul-de-sacs and 
internal loops bear a remarkable resem-
blance to plates of microchips found in 
the innards of a computer, a corrcspon-
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dence first intimate 
by the novelist 
Thomas Pynchon in 
the 1960s, when he 
referred to suburbs 
in terms of printed 
circuits.4 There is a 
peculiar morpho-
logical resonance 
between the formal 
patterns in the item 
that densifies infor-
mation into minis-
cule packages, tools 
that make spatial 
contiguities irrele-
vant, and the formal 
patterns of the 
System oi maximum 
dispersal that pro-
duces irrelevant 
space. 

The irresistible logic 
of these street pat-
terns is determined 
by the primary role 
the automobile plays 
in American life. To 
drive in Flouston is a political act. It 
means support of the industry that linked 
the city's economy to the destiny of the 
nation. The settlements at Houston's 
outermost limits are so intimately linked 
with the oil economy that the relationship 
cannot be seen as casual: Friendswood 
Development Company, an Exxon sub-
sidiary, developed Clear Lake City (1963) 
and Kingwood (1972); Mitchell Energy 
developed The Woodlands (1974); and 
the Royal Dutch 
Shell 

< ELS Architects, model of proposed Town Center 
lor The Woodlands, 1 9 9 2 - . 

h e W o o d ;i ii il s" 
Pension 
Fund has replaced 
the Ford Foundation as the 
primary financial partner of the Gerald 
D. Hines-initiated First Colony (1976). 
(Mobil t i l l is currently developing I I 
master-planned suburbs throughout the 
Sun Belt.) It is, of course, in the interests 
of the oil and automobile industries to 
encourage development on the edge, 
thereby making the demand for their 
products integral to a way of life - a 
round trip to one of these new towns is 
equivalent to half a tank of gas in my car. 
That Cerald I lines and George Mitchell 
supported both light rail and zoning does 
not necessarily contradict this scenario, 
since these measures would benefit the 
center and the edge, where both develop-
ers have a lot at stake. 

T IM- l.ARC.rsi'of Houston's master-
planned developments, at 25,000 
acres for a projected population oi 

150,000, is The Woodlands, and it is by 
far the most Utopian. The developer, 
George Mitchell, has persevered with 
undying idealism in planning a real estate 
domain that wil l foster social diversity 
and respect for environmental concerns 
while attracting employment and culture, 
Mitchell is one of the great self-made 
cnnJtiltieri ot the energy business, one of 
the last of the Texan "can-do" entre-
preneurs, and it is hard not to admire his 
progressive approach to environmental 
and social issues. The Woodlands indeed 
aspires to provide an alternative to exist-
ing urban and suburban conditions. But 
despite the expenditure of so much talent, 
imagination, and investment, the question 
lingers as to whether The Woodlands is 
appreciably different from the suburbs or 
its rival new towns. 
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McHorg, Roberts & Todd, William Pereira & Associates, • 
and Richard Brown & Associates, The Woodlands, 
Montgomery County, Texas, 1970-74. 
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Neuhaus £ Taylor, architects, The Woodlands Corporation Headquarters, 1974. 
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Horsl Berger and Sustoila Associates, architects, Cynlhia Waods Mitchell Pavilion, 1990. 

The most frequently quoted reason 
George Mitchell gives for having created 
The Woodlands is that the new town 
represents a sort of fiscal realpolitik by 
which to arrest the drain of tax dollars 
to autonomously controlled suburbs such 
as West University Place and Bellaire. 
Mitchell advocated a well-planned suburb 
that would remain within the city's ulti-
mate jurisdiction.s The Woodlands is 
unincorporated, and although currently 
it is more dependent on the services of 
Montgomery County and the more proxi-
mate city center of Conroe, it nevertheless 
lies within Houston's statutory extraterri-
torial jurisdiction. But even if the tax 
base The Woodlands represents is ulti-
mately retrievable, the drain of employ-
ment, cultural, and housing possibilities it 
encourages is less than salubrious for the 
vitality of the urban core. 

Mitchell started planning The Woodlands 
with an eye to obtaining federal subsidies 
and loan guarantees as part of the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development's Title VII New Community 
Act. Approximately $30 million of an 

overall $2.8 billion investment came 
through federal grants. The public fund-
ing is one of the reasons The Woodlands 
is so much better documented and more 
accountable in social terms than its 
confreres, lr is also more conscientious 
about fostering public resources such as 
the Houston Advanced Research Center, 
or HARC (to which Mitchell recently 
pledged $65 million in matching funds), 
and the Houston Symphony summer 
program. The terms of the New 
Community Act of 1970 stipulated that 
loans for development were guaranteed in 
exchange for provision of 15 percent low-
income or assisted housing. Somewhat 
akin to the New Deal strategy of creating 
well-planned suburbs, such as the one 
built at Greenbelt, Maryland, for absorb-
ing lower-income people from the inner 
cities, The Woodlands has continued to 
maintain, even after the rerms of the ini-
tial contract lapsed, a small number of 
publicly assisted apartments. These 
constitute a far larger percentage of the 
available local housing than do the simi-
lar rental units available in Houston.'' 
Until recently The Woodlands mixed the 
price ranges of houses in each subdivi-
sion, which is contrary to the prevailing 
practice in other master-planned develop-
ments. Currently about a third of the 
population of The Woodlands is em-
ployed there, predominantly by corporate 
and research facilities. Light industry, 
projected for the future, would help 
diversify the class and racial mix.7 

From the outset. The Woodlands was 
intended to be a new type of develop-
ment, closer to nature. The expertly 
prepared marketing literature emphasizes 
environmental preservation "so that 
people may live in harmony with nature." 
In the first areas developed in The 
Woodlands, in the village of Grogan's 
Mill, the buildings are concealed with 
remarkable consistency by obligatory 
trees and shrubs. The result, however, is 
an anti-architecture. The houses of this 
era, mostly modest and wood-sided, arc 
completely hidden in the trees. The five-
story office buildings, just barely taller 
than the treetops, are sheathed in mirror 
glass that makes them disappear in the 
reflection of the sky and other natural 
features. Every act of building in these 
early stages followed a strategy that par-
dons uninspired design through the 
mirigation of the forest. 

Mitchell, who in the 1950s commissioned 
one of the more interesting houses in 
Houston from Karl Kamrath, a devotee 
of Frank Lloyd Wright, was conversant 
with the principles of Wright's organic 
architecture. His own house was a variant 
on Wright's Hanna House IPalo Alto, 
19.361, which used hexagonal planning 
and broad sloped roofs to blend in with 
natural features. Among those working 
on the early stages of the planning, which 
included Kamrath and William Pereira, 
was Ian McHarg, the Scottish-born doyen 
of environmental landscape planning." 
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McHarg made studies, including an aerial 
survey, of the site's ecosystems and rec-
ommended ways of placing drainage to 
reinforce the effluent patterns of the land. 

The result has been a noticeable environ-
mental difference in The Woodlands . The 
ethic is to live in the forest, and thus 
everything in The Woodlands is set back 
and hidden by trees. The architectural 
guidelines encourage saving as main trees 
on a lor as possible and then planting 
indigenous trees and undergrowth wher-
ever needed. There are no front lawns in 
I lie earliest subdivisions, which for the 
suburbs was revolutionary. Recently the 
guided "natural landscaping" has given 
way to more conventional front lawns 
and fences in order to remain competitive 
with the norms of upscale real estate. The 
development company itsell is an agent ol 
this stylistic transition, sponsoring such 
projects as the newly finished hear 
branch Kecreation (.'enter by Royce R, 
L.eachman, which uses classical composi-
tional strategies, arches and monumental-
izing massing, in diametric opposition to 
the earlier passive approach to the same 
program. The design of houses in The 
Woodlands has also evolved, from hum-
ble, faceless wooden structures to larger 
houses with imposing Facades, cluttered 
with pseudo-historical decoration and 
foregrounded by high-maintenance \ a rds . 

About 25 percent of the land in The 
Woodlands has been set aside for public 
space for parks and recreation. This is 
considerably more than any of its com-
petitors can boast, and the green spaces, 
which include 40 neighborhood parks 
and tour goll courses, are easily accessible 
and often quirt- impressive!} unspoiled. 
The minor streets retain the look of coun-
try roads because they have soft shoul-
ders without curbs or sidewalks. Instead 
of sidewalks there are 64 miles of paved 
hike-and-bike trails, which depart from 
the 150-mile network of vehicular roads 
to form an independent system through 
the less-disturbed natural habitats. Unlike 
those at the other master-planned new 
towns, which have some intramural hik-
ing trails, many of the trails in The 
Woodlands really hreak away from visual 
contact with the subdivisions - a virtue 
that someday may become a liability. 
Although the crime rate in The 
Woodlands is relatively low, there have 
been isolated incidents in the past few 
years of minor crimes or intimidating 
confrontations on these paths, which, 
because they are not visible from the 
road, are perceived as less sale. 

Although the efforts to coordinate the 
hydrological impact of settlement and to 
disturh the forest as little as possible 
proved less damaging than conventional 
clear-cutting, the pattern of The 
Woodlands ' villages does not discourage 
the use of automobiles, which remain the 
most deleterious threat to the environ-
ment. Neither shopping, schools, recre-
ation, nor employment is situated in a 

way that would make pedestrian transits 
a realistic alternative. There are express 
charter buses going to downtown 
Houston, the Texas Medical Center, and 
the Galleria area, and there is the future 
option of a light-rail connection with 
downtown . But these commuter services 
cannot remedy the spread of local auto-
mobile-dependent patterns of movement. 
Housing for the elderly, for instance, is 
located far from any retail establishments. 
The needs of commuters in The 
Woodlands played a big role in the con 
struction of the Hardy Toll Road, which 
provides a faster highway connection to 
downtown (the round-trip toll is insignifi-
cant for households with Woodlands-
level incomesl. This commitment to driv-
ing has been implicit!} acknowledged m 
The Woodlands by the placement of pub-
Ik sculptures at major intersections of the 
arterial parkways, where there is no 
pedestrian activity. 

Also problematic is The Woodlands ' 
promise of community. Unlike conven-
tional suburbs. The Woodlands promotes 
the idea that it will g.nher a diverse popu-
lation and become a real hometown. 
Ancient Sparta or Mayan settlements in 
the Yucatan may have maintained a 
strong culture with a diffusely settled 
population, but overriding military and 
religious commitments provided the social 
glue in a way that is hard to imagine in an 
American suburb. During the early years 
in The Woodlands , when only a few 
thousand residents occupied the site, there 
was a stronger sense of togetherness. All 
the residents picked up their mail at the 
post office in the Grogan's Mill village 
center. Their children went ice skating at 
the Wharf or swimming at the YMCA. 
The residents, w h o mostly came from out 
of state (currently 4<i percent come from 
outside the region), were eager to partici-
pate on the conscientious terms ot the 
developer. Now that the population has 
grown to about 35,000 (the ultimate pro-
jected population is 15.1,000) and starting 
a new town is less of a novelty, the initial 
sense of intimacy among residents has 
declined. I he pi isi office was moved Co an 
anonymous site, and mail is now deliv-
ered to each cul-de-sac. The skating rink 
has been closed because u w.is too ex pen 
siw id maintain, although the V is still a 
popular place. 

The most frustrating impediment to a 
sense of community in The Woodlands is 
that there is no center; there is no place 
where the community can come together. 
The first "village" center at Grogan's Mill 
failed as a retail center - perhaps, one can 
speculate, because the architectural atti-
tude was overly passive. On one side of 
the narrow pond of Lake Harrison is The 
\\ i Midlands ( ountr \ ( lub and 
Conference (Center, designed by Idward 
Durrell Stone's office in the mid- I47()s 

with a vague suggestion ot Wrightian, 
wing-spread eaves. It is connected by a 
glassed in wooden bridge to the other side 
of the narrow lake, where the retail facili-

ties are located. The buildings were some-
what cheaply built and, like all the first 
buildings of The Woodlands, recede 
timidly into the trees, making impossible 
the creation of the sort of visual connec-
tions that make urban space interesting. 
It is difficult to see the parts of this so-
called center, let alone the whole. Lack of 
visibility from the road was particularly 
disadvantageous to retail. The Woodlands 
Information Center (Bennie M. Gonzalez, 
1975), an expressionistic collection of 
irregularly shaped wood-sided wedges in 
the midst of tall pines, is perhaps the con-
summate example of the camouflage style, 
building too carefully according to the 
dictates of the trees. Lven a building 
ot modest civic intent such as Taft 
Architects' Water Resources Building is 
lost nn its site behind a thick buffer of 
trees that thwarts an axial view of the 
building's portico. The recently expanded 
HARC campus has indulged in more 
monumental tactics, with a framed gate-
way, emulating Rice Universiry, and a 
stout brick-clad, limestone-corniced 
administration center. All of the signs 
in The Woodlands are restricted to two-
foot-high sandblasted wooden panels, 
a nice nonaggressive touch that for the 
driver only increases the difficulty of 
finding things. The major public building 
of The Woodlands , the Cynthia Woods 
Mitchell Pavilion (Horst Berger and 
Sustaita Associates, 1990), which because 
it is the site of numerous rock concerts 
and the summer residence of the Houston 
Symphony should be the place that 
people from other parts ot I louston are 
best able to find, is hopelessly sequestered 
in the middle of the forest. The thrusting 
peaks of its white Teflon tents, held up 
with soaring web trusses, make it the 
most interesting building of the develop-
ment, yet it is not visible from any of the 
major roads. 

The combination of too great a respect 
for natural features (many of which, 
like the concrete-lined l a k e Woodlands, 
are artificially induced anyway) and a 
self-effacing desire for humble structures 
(which became instead an excuse for 
cheap ones) failed to create places of 
assembly, where a sense of social involve-
ment might continually be regenerated. 
The supermarket at Grogan's Mill went 
through several tenants without success 
and is currently used as a public library. 
Must people went back to the strip malls 
located outside of The Woodlands on 
[-45 to fulfil! their shopping and enter-
tainment requirements. 

The new village center at Panther Creek 
shows that some lessons have been 
learned. Randall 's has opened a hyper-
market that is quite successful and more 
encouraging of social contact than any 
previous sites in the new town. The trees 
have been thinned a bit so that the com-
plex of stores surrounding the market is 
visible from both Woodlands Parkway 
and the secondary artery. This ensures a 
better psychological connection. But it 

still does not foster the idea of public 
assembly the way a small-town Main 
Street docs. 

Standards of house design have also 
changed in response to the competition 
from Kingwood and Hirst Colony. 
Many builders are producing grandiose 
mansions in the West University-South 
Fork Ranch idiom, with phony brick 
details, mammoth arched entries, and 
blind dormers. Natural landscaping is 
not appropria te to these statements of 
bourgeois self-importance, and high-
maintenance yards have become the rule. 

Hew of the new, expensive houses are of 
much distinction except the enormous 
orange polygonal palace, a dubiously 
proportioned Taj Mahal , visible across 
Lake Woodlands from Woodlands 
Parkway. The design was mostly by the 
owner, an engineer from southern India 
who for 17 years has run a successful air-
pollution-control company located in The 
Woodlands ' business center. Its excess ol 
taste - slender three-story columns are 
linked by alternating rounded and point-
ed arches, in vague emulation of Mughal 
style - masks an extraordinary steel-frame 
structure that allows the interior to have a 
very open section, 39 feet high, that shel-
ters a marble fountain. There are other 
master-planned developments, such as 
First Colony, where such a house would 
not be allowed. It is to The Woodlands ' 
credit that something remotely interest-
ing, no matter how ersatz, got built. This 
exuberant aberrat ion, expressing a trans-
cultural affirmation of the American 
dream, met no resistance from the plan-
ners. I la-pi.in ol The Woodlands allows 
for certain larger sites (in this case a two-
and-three-quarter-acre lot! where excep-
tiuti.il houses can be built to give a sense 
ot identity. 

The missing ingredient at The Woodlands 
that is expected to change its entire social 
complexion is the new regional mall, 
currently under construction and planned 
to open in 1994. Optimistically called the 
Town ('enter (the same term is employed 
for the mall planned at First Colony), it 
does not promise at this stage in its devel-
opment to add a greater sense of architec-
tural or urban identity to The 
Woodlands . Codcvelopcd by Homar t (a 
Sears subsidiary), the mall was designed 
by El S ol Berkeley and is a classic 
enclosed, double-loaded spine with 
anchor stores at each end. The first phase 
will be 550,000 square feet and its final 
phase 1.4 million square feet. Rather than 
occupy a position in the physical center of 
the new town, the mall is located on the 
easternmost edge of The Woodlands , 
adjacent to 1-45, to catch freeway shop-
pers. It is completely surrounded by a 
broad apron of surface parking except on 
its southern side, where a link with Main 
Street is planned. The trees envisioned for 
the lot are insufficient to relieve its open-
ness. An artificial lagoon has been dug to 
offset the center from the freeway and to 
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meats and devote all their energies to 
transgressing the local limits. This had 
its most tragic expression a few years ago 
when a group of Woodlands teenagers 
went on a gay-bashing spree and mur-
dered a man in the Montrose district. 
Last year, in an attempt to confront the 
problem. The Woodlands opened a teen 
center, a large clubhouse designed by 
Ray Bailey Architects, with a basketball 
court in the middle and video games in 
the side rooms. It is doubtful, however, 
ill.n a mere container w ill be able to sub 
limate teenage aggression. Surveillance 
does not usually coincide with the con-
cept nt liberation or transgression. The 
weakness of the scheme for the tow n 
center is that it was not designed to 
answer these problems. It fails to provide 
enough interstitial room for slackers 
and, because it is hermetic, is unable 
to foster the streetlike connections that 
might permit casual socialization. 

F i r s t C o l o n y 

connect the mall to a mile-and-a-half-long 
canal leading past the concert pavilion to 
Lake Woodlands. A transportation link is 
being planned at the canal level, judging 
from the currently published plans, none 
of the buildings wil l come close enough to 
the edge of the water to make the water 
feature integral with commercial and 
social functions. There is no density imag-
inable and no reason for routes to inter-
sect. The Rivercenter shopping mall on 
the San Antonio River Walk would 
have made an excellent model for stitch-
ing together outdoor assembly and recre-
ational spaces with indoor retail. As 
planned. The Woodlands' mall is a thor-

oughly conventional scheme rather than 
one that would contribute to a real sense 
of community or place. The retail strips 
on the feeder roads on the opposite side 
of 1-45 have recently been acquired by 
Mitchell subsidiaries and closed to elimi-
nate the peripheral competition. 

The single factor that might engender true 
solidarity among the residents, something 
equivalent to the threat of war, is the 
teenage problem. Teenagers in the 
Woodlands, like suhurban teenagers 
everywhere, are the unanticipated factor 
that upsets the domestic tranquillity of 
most plans. The energy of sexual awaken-
ing is simply incompatible with the con-
finement of the single-family house, and 
there comes a point in a suburban child's 
life when sports no longer fulf i l l all of 
one's desires for contact with the w o r l d 
Stuck out in the middle of nowhere, in an 
empty house (since both parents usually 
work), informed and stimulated through 
telematic excess, teenagers often become 
resentful of the ennui of planned environ-

T i ii PROM I Ms described at The 
Woodlands are present in all the 
other suburban new towns, where -

perhaps because there is so little idealism 
- the contradictions do not seem as 
apparent. If The Woodlands is the best 
intended of Houston's new towns in 
terms of social conscience, hirst Colony is 
the most socially conscious. It offers no 
promises regarding nature, diversity, or 
any culture beyond that of sitcoms; its 
only realiry is that this is status real 
estate. Adjacent to Sugar Land, which 
was the center of agricultural processing 
in this area. First Colony was preceded in 
the 1960s by Venetian F.states, a smaller 
subdivision of mostly one-story ranch-
style homes situated on a series of artifi-
cially generated lagoons. Quail Valley to 
the southeast of First Colony, and Sugar 
Creek to its northeast, are smaller subdi-
visions begun shortly before First Colony 
opened in 1976. Since then, this area of 
Fort Bend County has seen a proliferation 
of master-planned subdivisions, including 
Cireatwood, New Territory, Lake 
Olympia, Kelliwood, Green Trails, and 
Cinco Ranch, none of which has the size 
to sustain as many amenities as First 
Colony. Many of them in fact rely upon 
the higher degree of amenities and ser-
vices, in particular the retail opportuni-
ties, of First Colony. (As investments, the 
smaller l,000-to-2,000-acre developments 
reap the greatest profits, because they can 



C i t e 3 I : 1 9 9 4 15 

be realized in the shortest time and have 
fewer infrastructure costs.) Fort Bend 
County has the fastest-growing economy 
in the region, with "the lowest percentage 
of low income and highest percentage of 
high income in the Houston area." ' "The 
county offers aggressive tax-abatement 
programs, and more than half ol the husi-
nesses relocating there receive reductions 
according to the benefits they wil l confer 
on the county.1' 

The success of these western zoned pack-
ages was due at first to the decision of 
the major oil companies, such as Conoco, 
Shell, British Petroleum, and Amoco, to 
locate their corporate campuses outside 
Loop 610 along Highway 6, in what 
has come to be known as the Energy 
Corridor. These postindustrial forms of 
high-income corporate employment are 
the perfect patron group for master-
planned communities, and the relation-
ship has become symbiotic, so that it is 
difficult to distinguish which has had a 
greater impact on the others* choice. 
Schlumberger Well Services recently 

houses and retail are much more visible 
than in The Woodlands. This should not 
imply that they are more pleasant to look 
at, only that it is easier to orient oneself. 

First Colony spreads out over 9,700 acres 
with a population of over 30,000 (pro-
jected build-out population is 50,000). 
The name implies the good WASPy stock 
of Pilgrim fathers bm actually refers to 
the fact that Stephen F. Austin established 
the iirst (Anglo) colony in Texas nearby. 

What is so astounding about First Colony 
is the sense of crowding where there is so 
much space. It is difficult, of course, to 
squeeze four-car garages onto standard 
suburban lots. II there is a style that is 
emerging in the expensive houses, it is not 
by accident. Sugar Land Development 
Company hired the firm of Ray Bailey 
Architects to develop design criteria. The 
builders were then educated through pre-
sentations and booklets about "enduring 
design characteristics" culled from the 
most admired parts of River Oaks and 
Shadyside. "Contemporary" houses (i.e., 

The developer, Gerald D. I lines Interests, 
owes some of its fame to its practice of 
hiring celebrity architects to make distinc-
tive packaging for large commercial 
projects. In the privatization mentality of 
the 1980s, this meant that the developer 
took over as provider of the public realm, 
a transfer brilliantly portrayed in the 
fountain park at the base of the Transco 
Tower. At First Colony the firm of 
Johnson/Burgee was hired in 1982 to 
design an office park at First Colony's 
first freeway intersection. The only one 
of the buildings to be constructed is brick-
clad, with a neoclassical tympanum 
placed at the top of the central wing and 
two wings spreading out at a 45-degree 
angle. It looks stranded, especially when 
glimpsed with the shimmering Fluor 
headquarters, the star resident of the 
office park, looming in the distance. 
Charles Moore and Will iam Turnbull 
were engaged to design the Sweetwater 
Country Club in 1983 for the high-
income neighborhood. Despite some 
interesting interior plays with light in 
this structure, its construction is generally 

There are bike paths and greenswards at 
First Colony, but they are not conceived 
with the conviction of The Woodlands 
and are apparently little used except by 
loggers. First I olony is designed for those 
who like to drive. The ample retail areas 
have huge parking lots in front. The 
planned mall will be surrounded by park-
ing, similar to the one planned for The 
Woodlands, except that its main axis wil l 
run parallel to the freeway. Among the 
largest green spaces on rhe First Colony 
map is the right-of-way of the high-volt-
age power lines. One idea that is currently 
being discussed is to copy an idea Mrst 
used at Cinco Ranch: using white sand 
imported from Florida to create an art i f i-
cial beach at the recreation center lake. 

There is diversity at First Colony the way 
there used to be in the Old South. The 
only pn.lestn.ins to be seen are the domes-
tics and gardeners, all people of color 
working hard to maintain the look of the 
American Dream while the occupants are 
off working hard to pay for it. 

decided to consolidate its administra-
tive offices in the area, partly 
because of the access to this type 
of housing. C l e a r L a k e C i t y a n d 
In many ways First Colony reverses the 
strategies of The Woodlands. The land-
scape, mostly old rice and sugarcane 
fields, had few trees. The look of the 
development was created by introducing 
a new - a n d often s t r i k ing - formal 
landscape. The SWA Group, which spe-
cializes in the landscaping of corporate 
campuses, has given an orderly look to 
the street-scape. The regular rows ot 
teardrop-shaped, nonbearing Aristocrat 
pear trees that Ira me the last of First 
Colony's three freeway exits at 
Sweetwater Boulevard are a stunning 
reminder of the displacement of the regu-
lar agricultural striation of rhe land by 
the cash crop of single-famil) homes. 
During the past 15 years, 1(1,000 street 
trees were planted and paved sidewalks 
laid along every street to give the edges ot 
the si reels more definition. Some streets 
have the charm of Houston's older oak 
lined boulevards, although the plantings 
have not been uniformly successful: Palm 
Royale Boulevard was lined with tall 
palms that were unable to survive in this 
climate. In the more expensive neighbor 
hoods, decorative landscape features such 
as pergolas and fountains give a lush 
quality to the outdoor spaces. Because the 
landscaping is so ambitious, all of the 

modern style, with flat roofs or strip win-
dows) were thought to be inappropriate, 
as were styles not of Anglo derivation. A 
design for a house with onion domes and 
pointed arches was successfully discour-
aged. The result is a kind of nouveau 
riche Heimar style. Many of the houses at 
I n si Colony, especially those in 
Sweetwater Village, where the high-priced 
(between $300,000 and over $1 million) 
houses are, aspire to the girth of River 
Oaks houses with only a quarter of the 
land. They are abnormally high, capped 
with a big-hipped roof, studded with fake 
dormers, and smeared with Georgian or 
Colonial regalia. In contradiction to 
wood-frame construction, rhe typical 
First Colony house is liberally encrusted 
with gables, brackets, quoins, rusticated 
brick patterns, and pilasters. The rear 
elevations of these houses arc almost 
invariably surfaced with cheaper siding 
materials. Such regular features as cathe-
dral ceilings for the living rooms and 
private baths for each bedroom boost the 
square (outage well beyond the needs ol a 
modest family. 

cheap, and the 
overall impression is 

that it has the biggest hips of 
the big hipped roofs in the development. 

Sugar I and Development Company has 
helped establish the First Colonial style 
with the design of several commercial 
buildings such as rhe Williams Trace 
Shopping Center, site of the extremely 
successful Home Depot, and in several of 
rhe commercial facilities, where brick 
elevations are given some articulation 
with striated bands of different-color 
brick, stringcourse moldings, and lime-
stone corners. One of the neighborhood 
recreation centers uses a prominent 
Palladian archway for its bathhouse. By 
far the finest buildings are not those of 
the famous architects, but the excellent 
design tin elementary schools by Spencer 
Herolz Architects. At the Austin Parkway 
School, an arresting free-standing wall 
shoots out on a 45-degree tangent to serve 
as a canopied walkway from the automo-
bile dropoff point. The design was so 
successful that it was repeated on another 
site for the Colony Meadow School with 
only a slight variation in brick color. 

K i n g w o o d 

BOTH Ci EAR Lake City and 
Kingwood are products of Fxxon's 
Friendswood Development 

Corporation. They use nearly identical 
promotional literature and follow very 
similar layouts. Clear Lake City, the 
first master planned new town in Texas, 
was begun in 1963 by Humble Oi l and 
Refining and the Del Webb Company 
(famous for developing Sun Cities, 
Arizona), whose interest in rhe develop-
ment was bought out by Humble shortly 
thereafter. It is located at the southeastern 
edge of Houston, off 1-45 and near 
NASA, which opened in 1964. King-
wood is at the northeastern frontier, 
just north of the town of Humble, 
from which the Humble Oil and Refining 
Company, now known as Kxxon, took 
its name. Friendswood has also developed 
Copperfield and Fairfield, both in the 
northwest quadrant of Houston, which 
are considerably smaller but similar 
in concept. 

'['lie logic of Clear Lake City, which has a 
population of 40,000 on 15,300 acres, is 
to provide a suburban setting for a major 
new employment center; about HO percent 
of the residents work in rhe immediate 
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area. Ho l low ing on the success o f 
Sharps town , Clear Lake C i t y in many 
ways offers fewer amenit ies than the new 
towns founded a decade later. It occupies 
dub ious land that once was used lo r o i l 
exp lo ra t i on but no longer yields o i l . T h e 
f irst t h i ng one encounters f r o m the of f -
r amp o f 1-45 are large oi l pipes, sur fac ing 
and rcsubtnerging in to the soi l . The 
breezes f rom the Ship Channel are sea-
soned w i t h the unmis takab le trace o f 
petrochemicals . One o f the b ig a t t rac t ions 

Clear l a k e Ci ty and K i n g w o o d have none 
o f the landscaping coo rd ina t i on of First 
C o l o n y , nor do they pay m u c h a t ten t ion 
to the na tu ra l features that are imp l ied in 
their names and advert isements. Their 
approaches to s i t ing and subd iv is ion are 
more per func to ry . 

K i n g w o o d was developed o n 13,000 acres 
be long ing to the K i n g Ranch on the edge 
o f Lake H o u s t o n . The cur rent popu la t i on 
is 37 ,000 . Bu i l t in a forested area m u c h 

Induiltjdl fob 

Ellingiwi M l Pinebtow 

Brookwood Hrfiu 
Hnlun tumir 

Oakbtook 
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M in ! . : l . 

Clear Lake City, Harris County, Texas, 1963. 

o f Clear Lake C i t y , w h i c h is no t legally a 
c i ty , since it was incorpora ted in to 
Hous to n in one o f [he most hot ly contest-
ed annexat ion disputes in 1977 , is Clear 
Lake, w h i c h is no t " c l ea r " and is near but 
in i i border ing the deve lopment . T h e 
brack ish in let conta ins the t h i r d largest 
i n . i r i n i in ilk- country and is the sue o l 
great sai l ing ac t iv i ty . There is some gen-
uine G u l f Coast feel ing a r o u n d the lake, 
p robab ly because the master planners 
were no t able to include it in the package. 

T ike Sharps town , the f irst p lo ts o f Clear 
l a k e Ci ty were t igh t ly packed on l ong , 
wavy blocks. The later subdiv is ions seem 
to have learned f r o m The Wood lands and 
f i r s t Co lony and use cul-de-sacs and 
loops more astutely for greater pr ivacy. 
Due o l the chief characterist ics cif < Ic.ti 
l a k e Ci ty is that the ma jo r thoroughfares 
are l ined w i t h ten- foo t concrete wa l ls tha t 
shelter the hack \ .ni ls i .| the internal 
streets. Th is gives the subd iv is ion a 
par t i cu la r ly impermeable and f o r b i d d i n g 
feel ing, as wel l as wal ls that are t ru ly 
r ipe for g ra f f i t i . There are schools, b ig 
churches, and s t r ip retai l centers for the 
sp i r i tua l and physical needs o f residents, 
but the landscape exudes abou t as much 
sense o f c o m m u n i t y as a M o t e l 6. The 
Wetcher House by Peter W a l d m a n , w i t h 
its fanc i fu l metal ex t rus ions visible I r o m 
across the Bay Oaks go l f course, is one o f 
the few instances of arch i tectura l achieve-
ment am id some very cheap- look ing , 
expensive p roper ty . 

l ike the site o f The W o o d l a n d s , it bi l ls 
i tself as the " l i vab le fo res t " ; but despite 
such evidence of good in tent ions as 
Char les Tap ley 's design fo r a nature t ra i l 
for the f irst subd iv is ion , T r a i l w o o d 
V i l lage , wh ich w o n a Prugressive 
Architecture a w a r d in 1 9 7 1 , there is less 
o f an apparent crusade here to preserve 
the forest. The pub l ic i ty brochure shows a 
lush carpet o f forest, but the trees o f 
K i n g w o o d have been unceremonious ly 
cleared fo r cons t ruc t ion , wh ich has left 
lots o f ba ld patches. The sites fo r the 
houses are qui te visibly scraped, and f ron t 
lawns are un i f o rm ly instal led. The wet-
lands a round the lake are preserved In-
l a w , so very few houses are close enough 
to see the wate r , and the go l f courses are 
set o u t in th is area to exp lo i t the unbu i l d -
able land. As in Clear Lake C i t y , the retai l 
is c lustered in str ip-center packages that 
w o u l d be interchangeable w i t h anywhere 
else. I'.ach o f the subdiv is ions is segregat-
ed by pr ice range. The schools and 
churches are there, and the pub l i c i ty 
boasts that 95 percent o f the h igh school 
graduates go on to college - bu t w i t h 
incomes averaging SS !,()()(! here, should 
that be any surprise? 

K i n g w o o d has bike paths in emu la t i on 
o f The Wood lands |C lcar Lake C i ty is 
apparent ly the on ly new t o w n w i t h o u t 
them) , bu t they are fa i r ly pathet ic grassy 
a l leyways, rather than wooded paths. The 
houses have the look o f being too many 
square feet fo r the fami ly they were bu i l t 

fo r , but because of the trees do no t 
seem qu i te as c ramped on the i r sites as 
s imi la r houses in hirst Co lony and Clear 
Lake C i t y . 

L ike al l the other new t o w n s , K i n g w o o d 
is spread ou t in such a w a y that people do 
no t need to come in to contact . The sad 
relic o f H u m b l e , a t o w n that once had a 
t h r i v i ng M a i n Street, is not far away, 
str icken by a melancholy sort of emptiness 
that cannot compare w i t h the hol lowness 
o f the master-planned env i ronment . T h e 
lack o f l i fe and spontanei ty in the new 
t o w n s , wherever they are sett led, is unset-
t l i ng . W h i l e The Wood lands of fers un ique 
access to natura l features and Firsr Co lony 
provides a cheery revival o f g rand land-
scaping, there is someth ing m o r t i f y i n g 
about the way the new t o w n s ' evasion o f 
the center 's human prob lems is con t ingen t 
on the invasion o f the forests and f ields, 
d isp lac ing whatever natura l o r landscape 
feature that was there and t ransmut ing it 
in to a name, as the u l t imate act o f semi-
ot ic ins tab i l i ty . 

HOI S H I N ' S NEW towns are the laiest 
ou tpos t of w h a t Rober t Ir ishman in 
reference to the h istory o f the sub-

urbs cal led the "bourgeo is Utop ia . " l : 

A l t hough the 1982 f i lm Blade Runner 
conta ined an advert isement for suburbs in 
outer space, i t is d i f f i cu l t to imagine that 
real estate developers w i l l be able to ent ice 
the m idd le class to move any far ther than 
th is f r om the center c i ty . Yet retai l estab-
l ishments and jobs have f o l l owed - more 
than 10,000 people w o r k at The 
W o o d l a n d s - m a k i n g it conceivable for 
deve lopment to spread to an even w ide r 
o rb i t a roun d these satellites. 

Real estate agents in the new towns 
emphasize recreat ion and schools over 
al l other features; the last p r i o r i t y in their 
p i tch is cu l tu ra l ac t i v i t ies , 1 ' w h i c h are 
general ly deferred to the center c i ty . Seen 
f r o m the new t o w n , the center signif ies 
poor schools, c r ime, and People Un l i ke 
Us. The v iab i l i t y o f the edge plays no 
smal l part in the eros ion o f rhe center. 
I 'vcn the meaning o f the w o r d " cen te r " 
has decayed, since one is just as l ike ly t o 
f ind a " cen te r " on the edge. 

I f the new towns looked more l ike towns , 
they w o u l d no t necessarily feel more l ike 
them. "C i t i zens make the t o w n , " 
Rousseau once said; but these people 
ou t on the edge, l ike most middle-class 
Amer icans, are perhaps too concerned 
abou t m o b i l i t y , p r ivacy, p roper ty values, 
and personal safety to really have t ime to 
par t ic ipate in someth ing l ike a c o m m u n i -
t y , wh i ch requires a con t inuous med ia t ion 
o f dif ferences. Tor the bourgeois edge-
dwel ler , history is a n igh tmare that can be 
awakened f r o m as long as the mortgage 
payments are kepi up . 

N e w towns can be b lamed for s iphon ing 
o f f the capi ta l o f the center and in the 
process he lp ing to dissipate such no t ions 
as the pub l ic realm and c iv ic v i r tue . They 

are ex t ravagant ly wastefu l consumers o f 
land and resources. They re inforce social 
and ethnic segregat ion. But a m o n g the 
greatest d isappo in tments o l the new 
towns is that there is so l i t t le archi tecture 
in t hem. O u t there where the new wea l th 
is breeding, and where the most bu i ld ing 
is go ing o n , the demand for archi tecture 
is, pa radox ica l l y , at its lowest and 
most un insp i red . • 

I In DevttopingSuccessful New Communities 
(Wubington, D.Ci Urban Land Institute, 1991), Reid 
1 wing identifies SK matter-planned new towns built 
since l%D in the U.S. ih.n nave Ninttctem area, popu 
latioit, and diversity ol functions ID be called such. 
rhere are eight thai merit this distraction in I exas. 
Nationally, the largest .ire Irvine, California 
[150,000), Coral Springs. Floridi (75,000), Columbia, 
Maryland |-2.<)H1I). Mission Vicjo, t .ililornij 
170,000), and Reston, Virginia [53,000). 

2 Kinaberley Reeve*, "And the Winner Is. . . Kurt 
Rend County Master-Planned Communities," 
Houston BuffHrexs Journal, 11 February l 4 4>,p. 2K. 
Arthur Andersen Real (state Advison I iroup d.u.l 
slum- th. I I Houston leads the nation in sales o l homes 
in master-planned communities. 

; Pens Rowc, Making a Middle Landscape 
I ainhndge: M I T Cress, I"-**-* 11. Sli.irpstovwi was 

begun by Frank sharp in 1954. Ii contained approxi-
mately 25,()iiii residences on 6,500 acres, commercial 
and retail space, a country d u b ithat went bankrupt), 
and six schools. The developer coordinated the dona-
non o f ten miles o f freeway right ot was for U.S. i 1 ' . 

-I l lu i l . , p. 55. Rowc circs Thomas Pjrnchon'a The 
Crying of Lot 49 (1966). 

' Ann Holmes, "Town Wi thoui .1 Q t v , " Houston 
Chronicle, 1 November I Vil, Texas section, p, 6; 
" M y idea was that people would have the suburban 
lifestyle, In .1 carefully thoughi-oni new town, and yet 
they want lo be pan ol the bin whole." 

h Ibid., p. 8, O l 2 . i l l s rental units 111 The Woodlands, 
•I 1 percent arc subsidized; in 1 louston only s.~x I units 
are subsidized. 

I lie Woodlands is cxlrcuicty conscientious about 
sell-assessment and completely open Willi 11s Findings, 
Richard Browne, who worked on the Rouse develop 
mem oi ( olumbia, Mary land, during the i uMts . leads 
a learn o l planners, architects, and economists whose 
coherency and sense ol strategics pins I fouston's 
planning department to shame. The available statistics 
reveal thai median household income m the 
Woodlands is S50,000. First 1 o lon j claims thai its 
median income a $80,000; Kingwood's Is 583,000, 
1 he Woodlands gives .1 breakdown ol its ttatistics, 
Showing lb.lt elder]) renters on l ived incomes lower 
the average and thai those living in single-family 
dwellings average 162,000. 

X (icorgc I . Morgan. Jr.. and John O. k i ng . The 
Woodlands: \eu- Community Derelofiment, 
1964-1983 (College Station]Texas A s, M Press, 
|9H7|, pp 27-10. Mitchell began acquiring land 111 
1964. l i e discussed his idea in I "fift with kamr. i ih , 
who did .111 init ial study, Cerf Ross made another plan 
in I uh*>, which was submitted 10 I l l i [ ) r The plan was 
approved for further planning studies under the Tit le 
VII new [owns program ot I9~t). Robert Hartsiield 
was hired ,iwa\ Irom C.ii idil l Rowlctt Scotl as rhe new 
director o( planning. The fi l ial planning team in, luded 
t. l . idsioi i f Associates o l Washington, H.t . lor eco-
nomics and marketing, Wil l iam Pereira ol Los Angeles 
lor master planning and design, Richard P. Browne ot 
( olumbia, Maryland, ior development, engineering, 
and I t U l l liaison, and Wallace. Mel larg. Roberts tc 
lodd ol I'luladi pitta t'>i vi i i 1r.111111ri1i.il planning 
Pereira was chosen because ot his work on the plan 
mng ot Irvine, ( a l i fomia, (>l.idstone and Browne tot 
their work on Columbia. "1 tie initial plan was submit-
ted to the federal authorities m I 1 ' - 1 . 

u Ibid., p. 34. McHarg suggested seven goals ot laud 
use: I) minimum disruption ot surl.ive ami Subsurface 
hydrologiv.il tenures; preservation o l natural woods: 
use natural drainage; preservation ol existing spines 
ot vegetation; preservation ot wildl i fe habitats; inini-
in i / ing development costs; and avoiding lite hazards. 

HI Kimhcfly Reeves, " t eusus Indicators Put 1-uri Bend 
on Top o i Houston Atea Counties," Houston 
Bsntfeufst Journal, 11 February 199.5, p. M. 

I I Ibid. 

12 Robert f-'ishman. Bourgeois Utopias The Rise ami 
I.,11 of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987). 

I > I'.wmg, p, h.'. Bwtng did ,1 survey o i marketing 
priorities ot 1~ new towns. I'roin highest to lowest, 
they wetc recreation, location, workplaces, master 
plan, schools, shopping, transportation, neighbor 
hoods, housing, and MICI.I1 and cultural aspects, 


