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Intersection of Milam and Franklin on August 9, 1928, with the Magnolia Brewery in the forefront right side.

get involved in trying to do something good
is to get the neighborhood involved. And so,
through the Houston Heights Association,
we banded together and did some amazing
things.

The Heights Association started early,
like, say—well, I came here in 1974 to start
work. Seventy-six was the bicentennial year
and when I had my first Rice Design Alliance
tour through the house. From that, we kind
of got the idea that one of the ways for the
Heights Association to make money was to
have home tours, to bring people into these
little Victorian houses and show it off. That
was one of the biggest things that we could
possibly do, because people would come on
the tours, and theyd go, “This is neat! I could
live here!” Theyd “get it.” And the next week,
the realtors in the neighborhood would be
selling the bungalows like crazy.

We realized that the home tour was
one of our biggest assets, and we continue to
do that. Marcella Perry, with Heights Savings
and Loan, was our angel. Although she
didn’t exactly live in the neighborhood, this
was her neighborhood, and she was a great
support. She called me up and said, “I want
you to be a part of the Heights Association.”
She knew that I was a renovator and archi-
tect and that I had moved into the Heights,
so she called me. She was a wonderful go-
getter lady, 1 tell you, just right in your face.
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She also had pull downtown.

With Marcella’s power and prestige,
and the Association’s hard work as a squeaky
wheel, we finally were attaining some success.
We had home tours; we were making money;
we purchased pieces of property that were
in danger of being turned into truck repair
facilities or horrible things that would blight
the neighborhood. We put our money where
our mouth was, and purchased them and
turned them into something special. We
organized an annual street festival on Heights
Boulevard each October. And we went to
City Hall and spoke about everything that we
wanted to have happen. We would yell and
scream and carry on and call up people and
bother them and complain, and it worked.

We said that “we were voting citizens
and we would corner our councilmen. You
gotta listen to us. Were doing good stuff
out here. You gotta help us.” And what’s
happened is the Heights Association became
one of the strongest civic organizations in
the city because we were coming from so
far behind, and we knew that you had to be
organized. We saw the injustice of it all, so
people learned that preservation was impor-
tant, and it was our only avenue.

Have there been high-
projile potstical figures who lived in the Heights?

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Heart surgeon
Uenton A. Cooley, M.D. and—oh, a lot of

people. A lot of people who come through
on tours and—oh, yes, lots of high-profile
people. People have a love of it. Throughout
all this, we qualified the neighborhood as a
National Register Multiple Resource Historic
District, and did what we could do to try

to enhance the Heights and then, as success
came to us, try to prevent the developers
from destroying what it was that we had
preserved. So that’s one thing. You know, 1
adopted a neighborhood and was president
of the Association two times. During our
centennial celebration, I wore a lot of top
hats and cut ribbons and all kinds of things
like that. It was wonderful.

Magnolia Brewery Building

My purchase of the property at 715 Franklin,
which is the Magnolia Brewery Building
[Houston Ice and Brewing Company
Building] came from my college days at the
University of Houston, raising beers and
having great visits at the La Carafe Bar on
Congress Street. I'm happy to say it is still
there and at the time was the most colorful
mix of characters and the best juke box in
town. It was a hangout. It’s much the same
today.

The whole area was beginning to
emerge as Houston’s version of the French
Quarter. [ saw the brewery building as
a unique opportunity and negotiated
for almost an entire year to purchase the
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ship was over 570 feet long and 95 feet
wide with a displacement of 27,000 tons.
Fourteen coal-burning boilers provided
power to the ship’s two reciprocating steam
engines, which could reach speeds of up to
twenty-one knots.?

After her initial trials, the Zexas
participated in President Woodrow Wilson’s
intervention in Vera Cruz, Mexico, before
joining normal fleet operations in 1915. In
the early years of World War I, the 7exas
was involved in routine training and prac-
tice maneuvers as part of the Atlantic Fleet.
After the U.S. entered the war, the Zéxas
became part of the 6th Battle Squadron of
the British Grand Fleet and served in the
North Sea operations for the duration of
the war.3

Between 1918 and the outbreak of
World War 11, the 7exas was modernized
and outfitted with many experimental new
technologies. As the military recognized
the expanding potential of aviation, the
Navy built launching platforms, and later
catapults on the gun turrets of the Zéxas,
which was then able to carry seaplanes
for use in reconnaissance and fire control.
The Washington Naval Treaty of 1921
prevented the building of any new battle-
ships, so the Zexas received extensive
refurbishing to keep her up to date. The
urteen coal-burning boilers were replaced
With six oil-burning boilers; the original
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cage masts were replaced with more solid
tripod masts; the torpedo tubes were
removed; torpedo blisters were added for
increased protection; and her fire control
capabilities were improved. In 1928 the
éxas emerged from her extensive overhauls
as the flagship of the U.S. Navy.4

Prior to American involvement in
World War I, the 7exas conducted patrols
in the Atlantic Ocean protecting neutral
shipping interests and later joined in
convoys shipping lend-lease materials to
Britain. She also underwent more changes,
as her deck was outfitted with 40mm and
20mm antiaircraft guns. In 1940 she was
also equipped with a CXZ, a radio wave
detection system that became one of the
earliest models of radar.

After the United States declared
war, the Zexas participated in troop trans-
port for Operation Torch, the invasion of
North Africa, before returning to convoy
escort duty across the Atlantic. On June 6,
1944, the Zexas was at Normandy where
she supported the invading troops with
off-shore bombardment and served as a
hospital ship for wounded soldiers.

Two weeks later, the 7exas again
provided supporting fire during the capture
of Cherbourg, where she received her
only two direct hits, one of which killed
the helmsman, Christian Christensen,

the one combat fatality suffered during all
her thirty-four years of active service. In
February and March of 1945, the Zexas
participated in the grueling invasions of the
Japanese islands of Iwo Jima and Okinawa,
where her crew remained at battle stations
for almost two straight months. Having
played a part in bringing about victory in
both the European and the Pacific theaters,
the 7éxas celebrated the end of war by
participating in the “Magic Carpet” rides,
transporting over 4,000 troops home to the
United States.”

In September 1945 the Texas
appeared on a House Naval Affairs
Committee list of outdated ships slated
for decommissioning, target practice, or

the scrap yards. Two ngressmen
with strong ties to Hou
Johnson and Albert Th
campaign to save the dr
memorial to those who

By October their efforts
Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal to
offer the 7exas to its namesake state on the
condition that the state agree to continue
maintenance according to Navy standards.
Governor Coke Stevenson cénfessed that

the state government was ungble to accept
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the financial burden due
to its postwar economy

put up or shut up.”!! In
the final weeks of the

A Ftthng Place to Ancher ‘;:";:;;’;Ej‘;" micle

and internal infrastructure
needs, so he sent the offer
to the City of Houston
with the understanding
that if enough private
funds could be raised he
would accept the dona-
tion on behalf of the state.
By the end of 1946, civic
groups, individuals, and the
Harris County Navigation
District had contributed
funds, but the total still fell
far short of the $225,000
necessary to create a berch
for the ship and provide
for the first years’ worth of
maintenance.b

The fundraising
process proceeded so
slowly that in March
1947 the Navy issued an

fund-raising drive, the
Post thanked every donor
by name, from children

who gave one dollar to
corporate donations of
hundreds of dollars, all
in an effort to increase
awareness of and interest
in the project. The
Battleship Zéxas arrived
at the ordinance depot
of the Houston Ship
Channel at the end of
March, where it received
its final preparations
from the Navy before its
permanent placement

at San Jacinto. The pres-
ence of the ship inspired
increased donations, and
the Commission met its

ultimatum declaring that
either Texas find the funds
or the batdeship would
be scrapped. According to
The Dallas News on March
9, “for many months the
Navy has been ready to
turn the mighty battle-
wagon of the seas over
to the state of Texas. But an uninterested
or neglectful citizenry has made no move
toward accepting the gallant vessel.”” As
the state faced the somewhat awkward
situation of having requested the ship and
yet not having provided the means to care
for it, Governor Beauford Jester created
the Battleship 7exzs Commission to lead
the effor to raise the money necessary for
acquisition.8 Lloyd Gregory, Vice President
and General Manager of the Houston Posr and
an outspoken advocate for the battleship,
was appointed chairman of the new nine-
member commission.?

A major fundraising campaign was
launched on September 15 and included
efforts from citizens of all ages across the

state and even from other states nationwide.

‘The campaign began with a radio broadcast
featuring Governor Jester, Admiral Chester
Nimitz, Secretary Forrestal, and actress
Linda Darnell, all of whom collaborated to
tell the story of the Texas” service, explain
her possible fate, and solicit donations.
Local Jaycee clubs visited area schools to
encourage small donations, hoping for
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- DAY SPENDITS LAST,
j DAYS AT SAN JRUINTO i

goal.12

The bartleship
arrived under the care of
e Chief Machinist’s Mate
- Johnny McKeown, who
' V.5.5. TEXAS had enlisted in the Navy

at the age of sixteen and
served for thirty-one

100% participation from school children.
On the suggestion of Senator Fred Harris,
an honorary Texas Navy was established
and each donor received a certificate
declaring them an honorary Admiral in
the new Texas Navy. The Governor also
declared December 7, 1947, as Battleship
Téxas Day to raise awareness of the ship’s
plight. Popular film stars Linda Darnell
and Dana Andrews produced a short movie
on the Téxas that was shown before feature
films in theaters across the state to solicit
donations.10

Despite these efforts, in March
1948 the donations still did not meet the
$225,000 needed. ‘The Navy became tired of
the delays and the unwanted cost of upkeep
for the Texas, so they informed Gregory
that the battleship was departing Norfolk
for the Houston Ship Channel. When she
arrived, Texas should either have a slip ready
or prepare to scrap her. With a month left
to raise the remaining $25,000 before the
anticipated grand opening on San Jacinto
Day, April 21, 1948, Gregory told his
readers, “If Texans want their ship they must

years, the last thirteen of
which had been on board
the 7éxas. The Commission appointed
Joseph M. Strickling as the official caretaker
of the memorial ship, with McKeown as

his assistant and live-in keeper of the ship.
Under their care, the Téxas was pulled into
the newly dredged slip and flooded below
decks with three million gallons of water,
which settled the hull into the mud to
anchor the ship.

On April 21, 1948, the 112th anni-
versary of the Battle of San Jacinto, the
festivities at San Jacinto State Park centered
on the arrival of the battleship. Former
Caprain of the Zéxas Charles A. Baker
decommissioned the ship and Assistant
Secretary of the Navy Mark Andrews
presented her to the state of Texas, to be
under the control of the newly designated
commander in chief of the Texas Navy,
Governor Jester.!3 The ship’s logbook closed
with the entry, “Presented to the state of
Texas as a Permanent Shrine,” and Admiral
Nimitz, retired from the U.S. Navy and
newly commissioned as an admiral in the
Texas Navy, declared:
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By demonstrating the fighting spirit of

Texas to our enemies in two world wars,

this gallant ship has proved worthy of

her name. .. Texans are proud of the priv-
ilege of providing a snug harbor for the
old “T;” and preserving her as another
symbol of Texas greatness. It is particu-
larly fitting that her final resting place be
adjacent to these historic battlegrounds
where so much of the Lone Star State
tradition was born.14

The Houston Chronicle reported that
the ship “rivals the San Jacinto Monument
in popularity with visitors,” but controversy
concerning the care of the battleship arose
almost immediately. Strickling, the head
caretaker, was fired in October 1948 after
complaining that the ship was not being
properly cared for, and even after McKeown
took over the supervision of the Zexas, more
complaints followed in March 1949 from
the Judicial Council of the Harris County
Veterans of Foreign Wars. The VFW Post
primarily opposed the gaudy concessions
hawking their wares along the walkway to
the ship, but they also cited neglect of the
ship's proper maintenance. Complaints
were made again in June regarding the
condition of the battleship and the place-
ment of hot dog and peanut stands on the
deck of the ship.

In 1950 even more serious problems
arose concerning the erosion of the banks
of the slip, which would eventually cause
the ship to tilt since it was anchored in
mud deposits. The Commission declared
the erosion a “crisis,” and received over
$5,000 in donated materials and equipment
to construct temporary Concrete Supports
until the state legislature could vote on
appropriating more funds. Eventually the
San Jacinto Park Board, which had jurisdic-
tion over the shore facilities, took bids in
late 1951 to construct one combined store
and concession stand that would be less
conspicuous, and the anchoring system was
improved in the slip.1

PRESERVATION BEGINS

During the first twenty years of state posses-
sion of the Zéxas, the Commission did

little preventative maintenance beyond
painting and scraping and the placement of
bulkheads to prevent further soil erosion.
Ironically, Lloyd Gregory provided advice
to visitors from North Carolina and Alaska
concerning his process of saving the 7exas
so that they could do the same for their
state’s namesakes; however, his own ship
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suffered while he handed out recommenda-
tions. An editorial published in the Houston
Post in 1966 criticized the condition of the
ship and included pictures of rusted steel
and trash littering multiple portions of the
battleship. Gregory responded with the
hopes that the article might raise awareness
of the need for the ship to receive more
funding and acknowledged that he was
“partly to blame” because he “had become
too complacent.”16

'The article brought about some
changes, but unfortunately they proved
detrimental to the preservation of the Téxas.
In 1968-69, the original teakwood deck was
rotten and leaking and Gregory reported
that replacing it with a concrete deck over
the steel support beams would help decrease
leaks and rusting. Although the records are
not clear about who exactly made the deci-
sion to use concrete, an interesting factor
to consider is that the staff of the Zexas at
that time consisted of only four men under
the guidance of Captain McKeown, while
the Commission itself included only four
members of veterans groups, two members
of the public, two representatives of the
Sons and Daughters of the Republic of
Texas, and one member of the Texas State
Historical Association. Few veterans and

representatives of the mentioned groups
had much experience in cither battleship
maintenance or preservation techniques,
especially considering the relative newness
of the preservation movement. After instal-
lation, the concrete deck only increased
the problems by soaking up water and
expanding and shrinking during weather
changes, causing cracking. The water
absorbed through the concrete was simply
channeled through these cracks into more
concentrated leaks in the lower decks.1”

During the eatly 1970s, some slight
improvements were made to the ship,
including sandblasting the hull, removing
paint and rust, repainting the Zéxas batte-
ship grey, and coating the steel with resin
to prevent corrosion and strengthen rusted
areas. But the Houston Chronicle still
reported in March 1972 that the Texas
was “under attack” from neglect due to a
lack of funding that had allowed rust and
decay to take their toll on the ship. The
gunnery observation room and conning
tower were closed as safety hazards from the
amount of corrosion, and a Navy inspec-
tion estimated yearly costs would be nearly
$300,000 to repair the damage and remain
open to the public. The Texas Parks and
Wildlife Department (TPWD) reported
improvements to the ship in 1976. At the
same time, efforts were made to advance
interpretation by placing audio stations in
twelve different areas of the ship to tell the
history of the Texas and describe daily life
aboard the battleship. The Commission
also installed a new theater on the second
deck to show a fifteen-minute documentary
with footage of the dreadnought’s wartime
service. In addition, a newly renovated
stateroom was opened to the public in 1979
in honor of Gregory, who had passed away
carlier that year, after retiring as Chairman
of the Commission in 1975.18

Despite the minor improvements,
the 7exas Commission was the subject
of a Sunset Commission inspection and
audit in 1977. The function of the Sunset
Commission was to eliminate unneces-
sary state agencies, and this particular
study was to determine the future of the
Battleship 7exas Commission. Rather
than suggest the complete dismissal
of the 7éxas Commission, the Sunset
Commission instead recommended that
the Zexas Commission be placed under
the authority of another governing body,
such as TPWD. Some members of the state
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ness. I thought Texans were people of great
pride. If they knew what this ship had
done, maybe theyd try to save it.”22

Just as it had years eatlier, the attack
on Texas pride stimulated citizens into
action, and large fundraisers spread across
the region. Channel 11 produced a short
documentary, “The Pride of Texas,” to give a
history of the battleship’s service record and
explain the dangers facing continued neglect
of the ship. The San Jacinto Mall launched
chili cook-offs, swimsuit competitions, and
eating contests to raise proceeds, and they
also sold Battleship 7exas merchandise.
Whataburger, Pizza Hut, Fantastic Sams,
Randalls grocery store, Greyhound,
and the Houston Ballet all initi-
ated programs to donate portions
of their proceeds toward efforts to
restore the ship. By October 1986
the Battleship 7éxas Foundation
had received $2 million in private
donations, $580,000 from a U.S.
Navy Appropriations Bill, and $5
million from military appropriations
legislation.?

Regardless of the widespread
support for the improved preserva-
tion, some citizens objected to the
work going into the restoration.
Curt B. Thompson, who had served
in the Navy, wrote an editorial to the
Post declaring that, “the (Help the Zéxas)
campaign [is] a foolish ideal. Let’s scrap
the pile of metal, sell it and put our money
where it's most needed, into building a new
modern fighting ship....” Although the
editor responded that there already was a
new USS 7Zexas in the U.S. Navy, it scemed
that others shared similar opinions. A later
editorial in the Posz entitled, “Let ‘er die,”
offered a striking comparison: “the ship is
rusting, peeling, leaking and settling in the
mud. Millions to save it is compared to
keeping alive a 100-year-old unconscious
person by respirators, feeding tubes and LV,
medications.”24 The editorial continued
that the state should, “allow the ship a
timely and decent demise” and advised
spending the money on people who were
still alive by donating food and money to
charities. An angry response asked, “Why
not topple the San Jacinto monument? And
raze the Alamo? It’s roughly the same.”25

Despite some opposition, TPWD
made preparations for the 7exas to be towed
to dry-dock at Todd Shipyard in Galveston.
Naval architect Ed Philips inspected the
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ship to ensure it would stand up to the
pressurcs of towing and being lifted from
the water, while engineers dredged the
channel around the slip to allow enough
space for the ship to move. After minimal
repairs and the emptying of 600,000
gallons of water and fuel from her lower
decks, the Zexas rose out of the mud and
proved herself seaworthy. In December
1988 the battleship moved at four miles per
hour through the channel to the shipyards
where she would receive extensive physical
repairs while engineers improved her slip
as well. Although the process took much
longer than the intended six months, in

—Former Crewman Jeff Lacy

late 1989 the ship finally left Galveston

for Green’s Bayou, where it received a new
wooden deck and mooring collars to anchor
it to pilings that had been planted seventy
feet deep in the reconstructed slip. Almost
two years after leaving, the Téxas returned
to her slip in September 1990.

The project had taken longer than
expected and gone over budget, but since
the TPWD had remained insistent on
meeting historical accuracy standards, the
newly renovated ship reflected the differ-
ence from earlier days. Now painted dark
blue in accordance with Navy camou-
flage Measure 21, the battleship had over
350,000 pounds of new steel on the main
deck and hull plus a new wooden deck.
Former crewmen accompanied the Zexas
on her trip back to San Jacinto, and on
September 8, 1990, the site officially
reopened with a large ceremony featuring
Governor William Clements and a 21-gun
salute honoring the veterans of the Zéxas.
With the worst of the structural damage
repaired, TPWD turned its attention to
modernizing the interpretation of the

battleship.26

INTERPRETATION ON THE
BATTLESHIP TEXAS
The interpretive changes that the Texas
underwent throughout the years reflect
the changing trends in the field of public
history and museum studies. In the past,
many people looked to history, not for
what it could teach, but for how it could
make people feel. European shrines and
castles created a sense of nostalgia and
commemorated heroes. Americans looked
to museums and historic sites like Colonial
Williamsburg and Mount Vernon in much
the same way: as a source to _fee/ what
life was like in the past. As emphasis on
scientific methods increased in the
late nineteenth century, the field of
history became more confined to the
university, more narrow in focus, and
less appealing to the public. The idea
of history as “a place to go” increased
in popularity and many people
looked beyond the academy to local
museums, films, novels, and fairs for
more enjoyable history. The field of
museum studies grew at a time when
historians faced decreasing academic
opportunities, which encouraged
many to move into the public
arena.Z’
As the museum field became more
professionalized and increased in popularity,
the federal government instituted a series of
laws providing funding and protection for
historic sites. The number of museums in
the United States continued to increase and
many universities created museum studies
curriculums to accommodate the growing
interest. In addition, scholarly associations
such as the Nartional Council on Public
History emerged and began publishing
journals and holding conferences to discuss
aspects of the museum field.?8

The emergence of the public history
field coincided with changing trends in
the academic realm such as the develop-
ment of social history and what would be
labeled “revisionist” history. The study of
history began to feature the average lives of
commoners instead of focusing primarily
on prominent men and women, while
newly raised issues of race, gender, class,
and imperialism complicated history and
often ignited debates within the academy.
The shift was slowly reflected in museums
as well, as many attempted to move away
from serving purely as shrines to people,

Continued on page 60
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glimpses of glazed terra cotta acanthus
leaves surrounding the windows, medal-
lions, Corinthian pilasters, and other
ornate architectural detailing. The subse-
quent acquisition of photos taken of the
building sometime in the 1940s confirmed
that the behind the monolithic travertine
panels covering the second floor existed
an exquisite Spanish Renaissance Revival
fagade designed by noted Houston archi-
tect Joseph Finger—apparently considered
out of style at some point in the buildings
recent history.

Arttorney Scott Arnold was one of
the first building owners in downtown
to reverse the modern alterations made
to his Victorian storefront building near
the county courthouse complex. Arnold
says that he knew intuitively that there
was more than first met the eye to the
bland plaster fagade at 310 Main when
he was looking for a building to house his
law offices in 1994. In a similar manner
to the Everitt-Buelow Building, Arnold’s
building had been altered in such a way
that completely covered the windows on
the second and third floors facing Main
Street—at least from the exterior.

‘The Houston Review...Volume 3, Number 2

“We were able to get up to the
second floor...and get up to the front of the
building. Then of course we could see the
back of the windows.” explained Arnold.
“The window sashes had been taken out...
The wooden window frames were still there
but none of them had been filled in. And
you could look out the window and you
could see about six or eight inches of fairly
ornate corbels and pediments and columns
and all that kind of stuff... Unfortunately,
the stuff that stuck out the furthest had
been knocked off with a hammer prior to
putting the (new) facade on...About that
same time | think T had acquired a picture
of the building so I had a pretty good idea
of what it looked like originally and what
was likely underneath...”!

Since larger commercial buildings
were typically occupied predominantly by
office space and relied on access to natural
light and ventilation, it was not practical
or common to cover the windows as often
happened to smaller structures. The 1960s
looking office high-rise now known as
806 Main was originally built as a sixteen
story structure in 1910 by Samuel Carter

and was at the time of completion the
tallest building in Houston. ‘The building
was referred to as “Carter’s Folly” during
construction by skeptical Houstonians
who scoffed at the idea of a building so
tall. Despite its critics, the Carter Building
proved so successful that six additional
stories were added in the 1920s.

In an effort toward modernization,
the building was sheathed in Georgian
marble in 1969. Remnants of the original
Beaux Arts detailing are still visible at
the corners where the new slipcover did
not completely cover the original brick
quoining. The elaborate conference room
on the second floor, originally serving as
the Second National Bank Board Room, as
well as other vintage architectural elements
remain intact, betraying the attempts at
modernization of the rest of the building.
After nearly forty years of wear, the marble
panels installed in 1969 are beginning
to show their age. Some have warped to
the point of nearly cracking, prompting
the building owner to replace them with
painted plywood out of concern that they
may pose a safety risk to pedestrians. As of
this writing, 806 Main is under contract
to a developer who plans to remove the
entire slipcover and restore the fagade to its
historic appearance.

Slipcovered buildings were not
limited geographically to downtown
Houston. Further south on Main Street—
outside of what is considered downtown
sits an art deco gem, though you wouldn’t
know it by looking. Sears & Roebuck
opened in 1939 to much acclaim. At the
time of its completion it was the largest
department store in Houston and the first
major department store located outside the
central business district. Sears boasted the
city’s first escalators that were capable of
carrying 6,000 people per hour between
the three levels. In the late 1960s, fearing
that the race riots that had ignited in other
cities following the assassination of Martin
Luther King, Jr. would erupt in Houston,
the powers that be at Sears had almost all
of the show windows at the ground floor
bricked in. At the same time, the sleckly
elegant upper facade was clad in beige metal
siding.

While some slipcovers can—and
should—be removed, each building should
be considered individually when contem-
plating the merits of exposing its original
fagade or restoring its original appearance.
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William Stamps Farish Quadrangle
at St. John’s School

he William Stamps Farish Quadrangle,
or by its familiar name “The
Quadrangle,” was the first building on
the original five and a half-acre site of St.
John’s School. Since its establishment, the
St. John’s campus has expanded to twenty-
eight acres. In June 2004, a two and half
year, $25 million construction project
got underway at the school. A combina-
tion of both new building and renovation
of existing structures, the
project represents the largest
in the school’s history. One
phase of the development
includes demolishing three
sides of the Quadrangle and
reconstructing it to meet
contemporary disability
codes and upgrade electrical
wiring for new technology.
The intention is that a fully
functioning Quadrangle,
rebuilt in the same Austin
limestone, will allow larger
classrooms and enhanced
educational facilities
designed to better serve
students and teachers.

Originally designed
by Houston architect
Hiram A. Salisbury, the
Quadrangle, the school’s
main building, was built
around a central courtyard
bordered by cloistered walk-
ways. In keeping with the quality of Eastern
U.S. college preparartory schools, St. John's
represented the efforts of several prominent
local citizens to create “a school of exacting
standards” for Houston students, so that
they could go on to attend demanding
universities. !

The “Master Plan for the
Development of St. Johns School,” written
in the early 1950s, states the school’s
founding objectives:

St. John's School was established in
1946 as an independent school spon-
sored jointly by the Parish of St. John
the Divine Episcopal Church and by a
group of citizens who recognized the
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vital importance of good educational
facilities to the community of Houston.
The school was founded by a Board of
Trustees representing various religious
preferences and was incorporated as a
non-profit institution under the laws of
the State of Texas. It is a school which
welcomes students of all denomina-
tions as a strength in its pursuit of
Christian ideals.

By the end of World War II, the
great demand for petroleum products
brought Texas and Houston into the
national spotlight. Very few building
projects happened during the war, but
afterwards the city was booming and
the downtown skyline was under rapid
construction. With this new expansion
came an increase in Houston’s population
and, as a result, a demand for higher caliber
educational opportunity, a feature that the
city lacked. In 1945, only one independent
school existed in Houston: The Kinkaid
School. It was a relatively small school,
unable to handle an influx of students and
still function efficiently. For this reason, as

well as Houston’s need for improved schools
as a way to attract families to the city after
the war, St. John’s School was founded and
the Quadrangle was built.

For five years, Ellen Clayton
Garwood, a prominent Houstonian whose
husband, W. St. John Garwood, became
Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of
Texas and whose father, Will Clayton, was
president of the Anderson Clayton Cotton

Company and undersec-
retary of state for foreign
affairs prior to World War
I, had considered the idea
that the city needed a new
college preparatory school
with the highest of stan-
dards. Because the options
were scarce in Houston,
many parents who
preferred this quality of
education for their children
sent them to indepen-
dent boarding schools in
other states. In December
1945, Mrs. Garwood and
Reverend Thomas Sumners
of the Church of St. John
the Divine invited Alan
Lake Chidsey to Houston
to help establish St. John’s
School. Chidsey was
appointed founding head-
master of St. John’s at the
school’s first organizational
meeting on January 4, 1946.

By January 27, a founding board of
trustees was in place, the school was named
St. John’s School, the official seal of corpora-
tion was adopted, and the chairman of the
board was authorized to negotiate purchase
of the proposed site property. On February
5, 1946, Mr. James O. Winston, the
chairman of the founding board of trustees,
a group known as “Founders,” received
approval to secure bids based on building
plans submitted by architect Hiram A.
Salisbury. Also in February, Mrs. William
Stamps Farish, Sr. made the school’s first
sizable donation. The Founders used the
funds toward construction costs of the
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first building wing, West Farish, named as
a memorial to her son, Williams Stamps
Farish, Jr., who died in World War I
combat. Later in the year, a second gift from
Mrs. Farish, in memory of her husband,
made possible the addition of the East
Farish wing (the original Arts and Sciences
Building) and completed the Quadrangle.
This endowment formed the nucleus of the
physical plant at St. John’s School.

In early March 1946, oil magnate
Hugh Roy Cullen and his family donated
the five and half acres for the school and
the building contract gained approval.
Cullen had originally bought the land
with the intention of erecting an oil
company building on it, but the land
had real estate deed restrictions set by the
River Oaks Corporation.

trustees entered into a joint operating
contract with the neighboring St. John

the Divine Episcopal Church to govern

the use of mutual facilities. Although
physically connected, the church and school
have never had an administrative asso-
ciation. Construction of the Quadrangle
commenced in late March 1946. Beginning
June 13, 1946, progress on the building was
stalled for seventy-seven days when a city-
wide builders’ strike occurred. The Houston
Building Trades Council picketed work on
construction jobs to force general contrac-
tors to require all common laborers and
truck drivers to join unions, under penalty
of losing employment status for failing to
comply. Contractors refused to sign the
building trades agreement and shut down
all development projects in Houston.

and construction of the school resumed on
August 30, 1946. After the strike ended,

it was heralded as the most paralyzing
labor-management dispute in the history of
Houston, stalling all commercial construc-
tion amounting to more than $50,000,000
in projects.2 Despite construction being
behind schedule, St. John's opened for
classes as planned on September 27, 1946,
The 310 enrolled students were shuffled
between various locations, including nearby
churches and business offices, as well as a
temporary building (“Hoodwink Hall”)
erected by the school’s engineer, Walter
Hood, and two other craftsmen.

'The original building plans had ten
apartments on the second floor of West
Farish to accommodate the school’s first
faculty members. When the school was

Also at this time, the board of

etween 1910 and the Great Depression, Houston’s

Mexican American population became a truly viable

urban community, called “/z colonia.” In response to
the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution and attracted by new
economic developments in Houston during these years, large
numbers of people of Mexican descent came to make a new life
in Houston. This period of influx resulted in the expansion of
small, developing Hispanic neighborhoods, known as éarrios, the
term for Spanish-speaking quarters in U.S. urban areas.! By 1930,
Magnolia Park in Houston’s east end was the city’s largest barrio.

These new Houstonians often found it difficult to adjust
to the new American culture that surrounded them. Many were
looked down upon for not being able to speak English and were
considered uneducated. As a result, they felt they needed support
from one another. One of the most effective ways in which they
were able to provide such support was through the creation of
cooperative and protective service organizations.2 Mutual aid
societies, or sociedades mutualistas, provided Mexican Americans
with crucial financial and emotional support, a sense of common
experience and Mexican identity, and a cultural frame of reference
for them in public life. Their fundamental concern was to help
each other survive the very difficult conditions under which they
lived and worked.?
In May 1919, sixteen Mexican Americans met in Magnolia

Park and founded one of the first mutual aid associations,
Sociedad Mutualista Mexicana Benito Judrez. In 1928, men from
the society, which offered its members life insurance and a social
outlet, built a two-story, forty-eight by eighty foot meeting hall, or
salon, at 7320 Navigation Boulevard. This prominent community
building, Salon Judrez, became “a beacon with a welcome mat,™
a place where Mexican Americans, who were discriminated from
many local businesses and services, could come to dance, watch
movies, see plays, celebrate special occasions, attend school where
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Finally, a compromise was reached

founded, the newly hired teachers lived

panish was allowed to be spoken, buy groceries, and simply gather
with other Mexican Americans outside of a church setting.> Salon
Judrez, according to architectural historian Stephen Fox, was the first
purpose-built, nonreligious public institution constructed by and
for the local Mexican American community.® Sociedad Mutualista
Benito Judrez sought members from all over the city and, spurred

by the construction of Salon Judrez at the end of the 1920s, helped
to make the Magnolia Park neighborhood into Houston’s hub of
Mexican culture.

At the same time, however, the Great Depression was begin-
ning. At least two thousand Mexican Houstonians, approximately
fifteen percent of the colonias population in 1930, left during the
Depression; the era’s economic hardship worsened the degree of
already existing poverty in their communities. Members of the
Sociedad Mutualista Benito Judrez could not pay their dues to meet
expenses, so in 1932, they had to relinquish management of the
salon they had so proudly dedicated only four years earlier. At some
point after the mutualistas lost the hall, probably in the 1940s or
50s, the surrounding community began referring to the salon as
Magnolia Hall. Over the years, the hall was rented to groups and
organizations for various purposes, including many of its original
uses, such as a place where dances were held, entertainers performed,
and where the community gathered for special events.

Throughout the 1980s and 90s, maintenance of the salon
switched hands several times. During this evolution of ownership,
the salon’ roof was removed with the intention of replacing it,
but the project was never completed. Lacking a roof, the building
started to deteriorate. Now Salon Judrez is on the Greater Houston
Preservation Alliance’s “Endangered Buildings” list, appraised at
$83,790. The salon was recently a subject of local news, when it was
determined by the city as a hazard and was scheduled to go on the
auction block on July 6, 2004, for failure to pay back taxes of nearly
$20,000. Just days before the land was to be auctioned, the owner
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ects already at the time we went there, and
how they did it. They did a great job. And
they had four or five contracrors that were
buying [historic buildings] and redoing
them with reasonable architecture and
reasonable cost, and selling them to people

from the east coast, and doing very well. We

should be doing more of that in this area.
We came back, and we offered that
the historical society here, East Texas or

whatever it was east of Galveston—we'll pay

your way to go to Charleston. I said, “I'll
pay your way, to see what they've done.”
So they took me up on my deal, went
there—irt took them several months to take
me up on my offer. It’s tough to get things
done. They had a limited budget. Yet there’s
wonderful people trying hard. So they went
to Charleston and Savannah, and our friend
[Lee Adler] from Savannah showed them
around. Anyway, then they came back on
through, so they talked to Mary Moody
Northen, and she said, “T’ll help you.” And
she did the revolving fund for them.

I chink that the person who did
the Emporium—[William] Bill Fullen, he
did the first reconstruction down here. 1
guess the first [project] that we really took
on was around 1975, when we took on
the Wentletrap Restaurant [in the Thomas
Jefferson League Building]. So we agreed
to do that. Well, now, by that time we

restore her vo her earlier glory.
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The Tall Ship Elissa was originally built in 1877 in Aberdeen,
Scotland, and first came to the port of Galveston in 1883 with

a cargo of bananas for sale. Nearly a century laver, Galvesron
Historical Foundation purchased the ship for $40,000 and began to

were busy working with David [Brink,
Peter BrinK’s brother] helping to restore
the Elissa, and had very good luck with
these foundations in Texas, the Houston
Endowment, the Meadows Foundation
in Dallas, and others to help raise money
for the Elissa. And also, working with
Evangeline Wharton, we helped restore
the Opera House—with the Houston
Endowment and others to help...and then
whatever local people [we found] to get
some help, too.

And, you know, we've had glorious
ideas, but the Elissa budget was $ 750,000;
it ended being six million. And the opera
house budget of $ 750,000 became six
million [also]. So that just shows you what
happened when the historic restoration
comes around. But they did a great job
on both of them, so we're very thankful.
This place here [The Tremont House]—it
is unbelievable what it was before Cynthia
and 1 took it on.

‘Those were very major restora-
tion projects. And then, of course, the
people had come back from Charleston
with a lot of enthusiasm to preserve what
we had. We had so much still left here;
we were in much better shape than New
Orleans was. They were getting ready to
start. They've done a good job since then,
but when they first started in the late

sixdes, early seventies, Galveston was far
ahead on still having historic structures,
because we knew Galveston had the best
Victorian-style structures in the Southeast,
well the Southwest. Vicksburg had some,
and a few others along the area. [In Texas,]
Nacogdoches and others have a litde up
the state, but nothing had the quantity
you had in Galveston, because Galveston’s
wealth was because [of] shipping, of the
port, the cotton that came through here
and the grain that was coming back and
forth, so their wealth was so good among
the wharves and the people here, they built
beautiful structures here. Most of the areas
have a few good structures but nothing of
the magnitude Galveston had, because the
economy was a booming economy in the
sixties, really from about 1850, 1860, 1880.

One thing we did—Peter would get
me to help him when he had real problems,
so he was trying to get the railroad museum
building, and the Union Pacific had made a
contract to sell the building to the wrecker’s
crew. So he had me call the head of Union
Pacific and others, and we begged them
to hold off, to let Peter see what he could
negotiate with Mrs. Northen [Mary Moody
Northen].

So we got them to hold off the
wrecking crew for about six weeks or some-
thing like that, whatever it was, and he
worked out with Mrs. Northern who agreed
to pay for the building and not wreck it,
which was a wonderful coup because that
anchors The Strand. And we worked with
Dancie [Ware] to get the first Mardi Gras
in ’85 to open this thing. We brought
Mardi Gras back to Galveston. See, it
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FOURTH WARD:
A conversation
with Stephen Fox

by 1im O Brien
The Freedmen's Town Historic District
in Houston's Fourth Ward was listed in
the National Register of Historic Places
in 1985. Since 1995, the vast majority of
its nistoric faric has peen demolished.
The nivety-block neighbornood just
west of downtown Houston was not
filled with singular buildings desigred
by famous architects. Instead, Fourth
Ward contained a rich array of historic
verndacular structures. Stephen Fox,
Houston architectural historian and
preservationist, shared his thoughts on
Fourth Ward and all that has been lost
with Tim O'Brien.

ABUU I THE IINTERVIEVVER 1IM O Brien Is a graduate student
in the Department of History at University of Houston. On
April 7,2004, he interviewed Stephen Fox, a Fellow of the
Anchorage Foundation of Texas and an adjunct lecturer in archi-
tecture at Rice University and the University of Houston. Fox is
also the author of numerous books on Houston'’s architecture.
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Are there any architecturally significant
strucrures still standing?

Yes. But it’s not so much the
arcnutectural significance of individual buildings that
made the Freedmen’s Town Historic District and the
rest of Fourth Ward notable as it was the historical
significance of vernacular architecture and the way
that vernacular building types represented the lifeways
of working class African American families in the
segregated south during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Fourth Ward, and the Freedmen’s
Town Historic District within it, represented what
the cultural geographer Carl Sauer called a “cultural
landscape.”

Fourth Ward was significant for the range of
different house types it possessed (the “shotgun” cottage
is one example of a vernacular house type associated
with Fourth Ward). Institutional buildings—churches,
businesses owned by African Americans that catered
to African American clients (such as barber shops and
beauty shops), fraternal organizations, and funeral
homes—were part of this cultural landscape. Also,
corner grocery markets, which were often owned by
immigrants. Sicilian immigrants who came to Houston
around 1900 lived in Fourth Ward for at least a genera-
tion as storekeepers. They were white people living in a
black neighborhood during the segregation era, as M.
Louise Passey discovered when doing research for her
1993 history thesis at Rice University, “Freedmantown:
'The Evolution of a Black Neighborhood in Houston,

1865-1880.”

'These vernacular building types were important
because they materialized the history of Fourth Ward.
In American preservation duting the last quarter of the
twentieth century, the issue of addressing the preserva-
tion of working class cultural landscapes, which do not
usually involve exceptional, architect-designed build-
ings but are composed of repeated vernacular building
types, emerged strongly. That was one of the exciting
things about Fourth Ward: it was remarkable in being
one of the few remaining segregation-era neighborhoods
of late-nineteenth century origin still intact in a major
southern city because Houston, with its lack of zoning,

could not qualify for federal urban renewal funding,
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one that allowed a full five year 100% city
tax exemption on land and improvements.
The exemption would be given to city-
designated landmark buildings that were
substantially rehabilitated in keeping with
their historic architecture.

"The passage of these two ordinances
was a huge accomplishment for preserva-
tionists. Preservationist Randy Pace was
hired as the city Historic Preservation
Officer to administer the program.
Although the preservation ordinance is one
of the weakest ordinances in the nation,
it does establish criteria for local historic
designation of buildings, sites, objects,
and districts. It provides an educational
vehicle to property owners on the merits of
preservation. The city-appointed volunteer
Houston Archaeological and Historical
Commission serves as the review body
for historic designation and for exterior
changes beyond ordinary maintenance and
repair to designated buildings. If a change
is denied by the Commission, a 90-day
waiting period from the date of applica-
tion is imposed so that the owner can have
dialogue with neighborhood groups and

others to work out a favorable solution to

restore/rehabilitate the building in question.

The Commission forwards its recom-
mendations for landmark and historic
district designation to the Planning and
Development Commission and, ultimately,

page 52

to city council for final approval.

In addition to the legislative victo-
ries and as the Houston economy began
to improve, many rehabilitation projects
began, particularly in the downtown area
around Market Square. With many of the
buildings vacant and values diminished
from the downturn in the economy, these
projects became more affordable to achieve.

Developer Randall Davis bought
the historic Bute Paint Company Building
(now Dakota Lofts) out of foreclosure in
the Warehouse District north of downtown
and the Hogg Building {(now Hogg Palace
Lofts) on Louisiana Street near Market
Square and converted them into loft apart-
ments. Minnette Boesel, in partnership
with Guy Hagstette and several others,
bought the historic 1889 Foley Dry Goods
Building at 214 Travis, which had been
partially burned in a fire, and restored it as
art galleries and loft apartments.

The first condominjum loft conver-
sion in downtown was the Hermann Estate
Building built in 1917 and vacant for
over 20 years. Developer Doug Crosson,
in partnership with Minnette Boesel and
others, set 2 benchmark project in terms
of legal documents, finishes, and floor
plans that opened in 1998 with 25 condo-
minium units.

The major project of the decade was
the redevelopment of the Rice Hotel by

Randall Davis and partners into over 300
loft apartments. Vacant for over 20 years,
the Rice, originally built by Jesse Jones, had
been a symbol of Houston’s prosperity from
World War I until the late 1970s. An elabo-
rate financing package was put together
by Mayor Lanier and Michael Stevens,
a developer and advisor to the mayor on
urban initiatives, to insure the success
of the project. The Main Street/ Market
Square Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone
(TIRZ) was approved by city council in a
nine-block area around the Rice Hotel to
recapture incremental tax value and put
dollars back into improving the district. The
Houston Housing Finance Corporation
was a party to the project. The development
partnership also was approved and received
federal historic investment tax credits on
qualifying rehabilitation expenditures since
the building was an income producing
property listed in the National Register of
Historic Places.

The success of this $34 million
plus project and the others mentioned
helped to catalyze the adaptive re-use of
almost a dozen other historic buildings
into housing. Five others were redeveloped
as hotels, including the Texas State Hotel
(now Club Quarters), the Sam Houston
Hotel (now the Alden Hotel), the Post
Dispatch Building on Texas Avenue (now
the Magnolia Hotel), the Union National
Bank (now Hotel Icon), and the Humble
Building, an approximate $60 million plus
project (now two Marriott Hotels and an
apartment tower).

The downtown population in the
last ten years has gone from about 1,000
residents to over 3,500. Other projects
such as Minute Maid Park, which incor-
porates the historic 1911 Union Station
in its design, a new 7.5 mile light rail
system, expansion of the George R. Brown
Convention Center, several new hotels
including the 1,000 plus room Hilton
Americas, and multiple restaurants and
clubs have all helped galvanize downtown
into a destination for residents and visitors
alike.

While preservation downtown

_ was burgeoning, historic inner city neigh-

borhoods including Houston Heights,
Woodland Heights, Norhill, and Eastwood
were fast becoming sought after residential
locations. Many of them are seeking local
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of renaissances over the years. I think the
current one going on is the most viable
because people are living down there. It’s

a neighborhood. Every old office building
that did not get torn down in the rush of
destruction of historic buildings in Houston
is now a condo. You know, we told them
way back, “Don’ tear it down for a parking
lot. It’s going to be wonderful.”

A Community Mobilizes

Vhy don’t you discuss your involve-
ment in the creation of the Greater Houston
Preservation Alliance?

About 1975, a group of concerned
people started getting together. A lot
of these people were involved with the
Heritage Society. Of course, Sam Houston
Park and the Heritage Society is an early
preservation story in itself. But this was
the beginnings of the concerned people
for historic preservation. We started a
committee, but, see, the Heritage Sociecy—
it’s all about Sam Houston Park and those
historic buildings. They were restricted
about what was happening outside of the
park, because the park itself was a huge
responsibility.

Slowly other people joined with us
to try to do something about this wholesale
destruction that we saw going on every-
where, blatantly, with no regard for history
or architecture. We were witnessing extraor-
dinary, fabulous, sound buildings being
torn down for no particular reason.

The frustration was so extraordinary,
and those of us who had traveled and seen
what protections historic buildings had in
other places, like Savannah, New Orleans,
Atlanta, and Charleston and anywhere up
East, in Boston, you name it. These cities
had a head-start in looking at their historic
buildings and forming different preserva-
tion protecrions. They got it.

Houston has no zoning. Every other
big city in the United States has zoning
and whatever presetvation protections they
have, come underneath these ordinances.
And so in a city with no-zoning, that means
you really don’t have any preservation
protections. It was a real problem here,
and there was a real need, and these were
impassioned people who were trying to do
something,

In 1978, the Greater Houston
Preservation Alliance was formed, and

it got its 501(c)(3) nonprofit status and
was a legal organization. We thought that
we could then be more proactive outside
of Sam Houston Park; in other words,
anything that we might d
talking about a particular owner—would
not reflect on the Sam Houston Park and
would not cause them problems, because
they had their own funding agenda and
they had their own specific needs. And we
were going outside, and we could flirt with
being controversial. So we separated not

i.e., pickers,

in philosophy but in logistics. Certainly
alot of the Heritage Society people
were involved in the Greater Houston
Preservation Alliance. So that was the
group’s beginnings.

We didn't know exactly what to do.
We had no power. For the city fathers, the
mayor and council, preservation was just
way down on their agenda. Houston was
all about the future and space and looking
forward. The inner city was not considered
desirable, so they couldn understand why
we would even care what happened to any
old building.

So we tried ro change that, tried to
change the perception through education,
and so one of the earliest things we did was
create the Good Brick Awards. In fact, at
the very beginning, we had the Good Brick
Awards and the Bad Brick Awards. And
although we got a lot of publicity for our
Good Brick Awards, we got the strangest
kind of publicity for our Bad Brick Awards.
We were more about the positive rather
than the negative end, and we didn't get
as far with the negative end anyway, so we
cancelled the Bad Brick Awards after about
three years, although I always thought it
was very appropriate.

Vho was your all-time Bad Brick Award

winner?

Dh, there've been a number of them,
and | can tell you a lot of stories of that.
We had very few successes, very few. The
city council was s-l-o0-0-w to listen to us,
and even if they were sympathetic and we'd
come before them and say, “Oh, you don’t
know what we're losing. This is so impor-
tant. It’s a treasure. Ic’s a jewel in Houston’s
history, and these are the reasons, and here’s
the archirect, and he was the same architect
that did this, this and this, and for that
alone”—even if we would get a sympathetic
ear, there was still not much they could

do. The property owner was all powerful.
There was no tool for a sympathetic mayor
or council to do anything. They could
only say, “This is terrible.” Sometimes we'd
have the Texas Historical Commission try
to get involved, but their slim power over
Houston was to no avail.

A classic story—and one of the
problems we had, and we'd get this from
the press, is that “you guys wait to do
something about a particular building until
the bulldozers are coming.” They said, “It’s
too late by then.” You know, the cruth is,
nobody will listen until there’s something
dramatic. The press doesn’t show up until
there’s some startling last minute thing,

We learned from that, so we started
identifying buildings. We started making
a list of endangered buildings. We could
tell. They were vacant; they were sitting
there; nobody was repairing them. And
so we thoughe: All right, we're making a
list of those important historic buildings,
and we're going to see if we can get some
interest in protecting them.

In one particular case, there was a
building on the corner of Main Street and
Congress, I believe. It had a club in it called
the Pink Pussycat, which did not, of course,
help—but it was a great, classic Houston
building, with extraordinary carvings and
brickwork. It was just a stunning building
by a top-name architect. We had been
talking to the owners of that building. They
had an asking price, and we didn’t have the
wherewithal to go buy the building, but
we did everything. They knew the historic
importance of the building. The owners
started to realize that there was a large
group of Houstonians who were against the
destruction of this historic building. They
knew that these people could be out there
picketing and they didn’t want this negative
publicity.

Some unscrupulous owners would—
and this is a classic case—on an Easter
Sunday morning, arrange for the bulldozer
to atrive, unbeknownst to us. They put up
a barrier. The bulldozer knocked in a side
of the building, they secured the site, and
went home for the day. They didn’t have to
go any further. They just needed to destroy
it while no one was around to watch. At
that point, there was nothing the preserva-
tion community could do once a side of the
building was bashed in.










and—bam! That’s all you needed to do.
Dallas has a thriving inner-city historic
neighborhood.

I had a meeting with Mayor Bill
White—well, we've met with all the mayors
over the years, bur Mayor White has been
the most sympathetic. He understands. You
can't do everything overnight. He wants to
focus on Houston’s history. He’s very much
into it. He’s got a task force going, and
we're all trying to figure out what to do. The
problem in Houston is that the property
rights people are so powerful. We've had
Bob Lanier and developer-driven, property
rights people, and no zoning—it is almost
impossible to fight that. There are those
lately who have made millions of dollars
selling their historic properties, squelching
the bad publicity, sometimes embarrassing
their wives, but “it’s my property and I can
do what [ want.”

Today, Mayor White is trying to
do the things that won't rile up the devel-
oper community. One of the latest things
is the protected landmark status. If I have
a historic house and I apply for protected
landmark status, as the owner, whoever I
sell it to or my heirs sell it to cannot tear
it down. That’s a huge step. And who can
complain? Because I, the ownet, am doing
it. The new protected landmark starus
includes protection for city-owned historic
properties, such as the Julia Ideson Library.
Magnolia Brewery is already on its way to
being a protected historic landmark, which
means that if T go bankrupt or my heirs
want to sell it, whoever buys it or gets it,
cannot tear it down. So that’s a huge step,
and the mayor and Pam Holm, the council-
member, deserve credit for that.

When I met with the mayor, I told
him the scenario about Dallas. I said, “A tax
incentive would do it. It makes people pay
attention.” Whar historic buildings we have
left that would qualify for historic status is
such a minuscule portion of the tax base
that it would hardly make any difference
in the revenues to the city, but it would
make a huge difference to whether those
buildings are protected. To give them just
5 percent, 10 percent, 15. percent, some
kind of a tax freeze, any kind of a tax incen-
tive, developers would pay attention.

One of the things that helped
protect the Heights, is that people came
here a lot of times from other places. They
didn’t understand that you weren' chic
unless you lived outside the Loop. They saw
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a neighborhood thart looked pretty much
like the one they moved from. They saw
trees; they saw front porches; they saw ten
minutes to where they worked. What's the
problem? They bought the bungalows and
added $100,000 improvements such as a
walk-in closet, master bedroom, sauna, new
kitchen—you know. But the front porch
and the bungalow looks exactly the same.
It kept the architectural integrity of the
neighborhood. That’s why I’'m proud about
the Heights. You can’t tell the ones that are
$300,000, $400,000 worth of renovation
and the one that hadn't been touched; they
all look the same. And that’s good!

However, inappropriate developers
can find houses that have the original
owners where nothing has been improved.
They will snatch that up, tear it down, and
put up a three-story townhouse. But the
developers have learned that they get the
negative feedback, because this is a very
organized neighborhood.

But the other, more important thing
is that Midtown opened up, and other
parts of the inner city. Suddenly it became
okay to live anywhere in the inner city and
Midtown just exploded. Did we lose some
historic things in Midtown? A few, but
not many. It was pretty much a wasteland
anyway. When I say “a wasteland,” it had
been undeveloped. You know what I'm
talking about, that whole area.

"hat was the turning point?

We lost building after building after
punaing. I had people who said, “Oh, T'll
chain myself to the building”—you know,
that kind of thing. But it’s usually after the
fact. Thete’s nothing you can do. But I tell
you where the turning point was. I always
knew it would be the looming Rice Hotel,
as it sat there vacant for a long time, and
all preservationists knew—we had several
wonderful men who were preservationists,
who attempted to do the right thing with
the Rice Hotel. The timing wasn't right,
the money wasn' right, the partners weren't
right. It just didn't work undl Bob Lanier,
the mayor at the time, and Randall Davis,
the developer, cooperated. The city gave
Davis a little bit of an advantage here and
there. The $27.5 million renovation project
began in 1995.

The exterior of the building turned
out beautifully; you can debate whether
it’s great apartments or not all day long,
and that doesn’t really matter to a preserva-
tionist, although in the best of worlds, we

would have liked to have seen more of the
interior saved, which could have happened.

* But the greatest pare of it is that it was then

a building, a statement saying: We're here.
We're historic. We're not going anywhere.
We're a place to live, and there are a lot of
us. And it’s smart and clever to live here;
you can walk to the opera, restaurants,
theaters, and ball games.

It was the dream that people would
live in the old part of downtown. And
when that started to happen, everybody
paid attention. They went, “People will live
[in] downtown Houston.” I mean, we knew
it all along, It’s just a matter of giving them
someplace to live. And it’s the same thing
with the light rail. [Speaks in someone’s
disparaging voice]: “Nobody’s gonna use
the light rail.” Well, they don’t have any
vision. Of course they're using the light rail.
Is it the best kind of solution? No. Is it on
Main Street, where you give parties and
the most important street—you know, and
kind of messing up Main Street? Is it in the
right place? No. But is it being successful?
Yes! It brings people downtown.

But it was really the Rice Hotel and
those kinds of elements that sort of made
it cool. You know, if you're single, young,
married, and what they didn’t anticipate is
the empty nesters. The kids have gone off,
and you don’t want to give up your house
in Kingwood, Sugar Land, or whatever,
but you're still working downtown and
your wife likes to go to the opera, and I've
got disposable income, so I'll write a check
for a one-bedroom place. They come in
on Monday, go to the opera and the ballet
and the symphony during the week, and
then on Friday they take a trip out to their
“country place” in the ‘burbs. Do you want
to go to the opera or the ballet? I mean, it’s
a no-brainer for people on certain levels.

So the Rice Hotel was a huge, huge
turning point, and we all knew it, and so
did all the developers. Since then, down-
town has been growing and becoming a
rich, viable inner-city neighborhood and
historic buildings are a big part of it. We
have a mayor and city council that are open
to preservation. Things are looking better
than they ever have for historic preserva-
tion in Houston. It’s hard for me to forger
the extraordinary losses that can never be
reclaimed. but things are looking better for
the future
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designing children’s playgrounds, Ray Bailey architects included in
the design of the children’s section a life-size kiosk structure where
kids could play, climb, enjoy puppet shows, and read at their leisure.
In 1984, the Heights Library building was added to the
National Register of Historic Places. For the next two decades the
Houston Heights Branch Library enjoyed its “celebrity” status as
a Texas Historic Landmark. It remained the cultural center of the
historic Heights district, which received that distinguished designa-
tion the year before.
By the turn of the century, however, radical improvements

Master Plan,” which made specific recommendations for individual
libraries to “achieve the Standards of Excellence by 2010.728 The
consultants researched and analyzed the demographics of each area
to determine estimated population increases by 2010. 'The team
also evaluated each facility’s ability or inability to handle large-scale
renovations that would bring the libraries up to code with new
governmental regulations. Finally, the consultants looked at each
facility and determined whether or not that building needed to be
added onto or be replaced altogether.

According to one former Branch manager at the Heights,
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second confrontation

with modernization. Yet this time, there would be definite winners
and losers.

The story of the 2001 Houston Heights Public Library reno-
vation is one of intrigue and miscalculations, of civic co-operation
at its best, and of a city bureaucracy at its worst. At a time when
much of downtown Houston and other parts of the city underwent
a major transformation and restoration—nightclubs, restaurants,
and sporting arenas—the Houston Public Library System became
earmarked for re-evaluation of its overall “standards of excellence,”
which would carry the system into the twenty-first century.

In the summer of 1924, Julia Ideson, the most well-known
and influential librarian in Houston’s history, set out on a journey
to tour libraries across the country in hopes of finding new ideas
and innovations in library design. She returned with a wealth of
research and information, which may have influenced the planning,
designing, and construction of the Houston Heights Library, among
others. Nearly eighty years later, a similar process for improving the
entire library system involved a plethora of political committees, city
council members, and highly paid consultants. According to several
library sources, for the biggest most expensive renovation project
in the Houston Public Library System’s history, the staff members
who actually work in the facilities were rarely asked for input on the
renovation of their work place.

In planning and preparing for the Houston Public Library
System’s future, library administrators requested an unusually large
sum of money in bond funds to be submitted for voter approval,
nearly $150 million, according to one library source. The city
subsequently hired a number of consultants to put forth a “Strategic
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technological

updates and facility
improvements that would be necessary to keep the Heights Branch
up to “standards” in a growing, ethnically diverse community. They
placed emphasis on world languages, children’s books, and adult
collections. However, at only 14,500 square feet, the old Italian
Renaissance building and its 1980 addition, could not handle such
demands.

The Library 2010 Strategic Master Plan consultants recom-
mended the following:

Due to the historic nature of the [Heights Branch]
building, the building layout is inefficient and
cannot accommodate current and future library
services. The facility is undersized and will be difhi-
cult to expand adequately. The recommendation is
to replace the Heights Neighborhood Library with
a 22,000 GSF building on a new site in the same
general vicinity.??

The planners did not single out the Heights Branch for
replacement; other “inadequate” and “undersized” branches fell into
this category as well, including Smith, Looscan, and Frank Public
Libraries to name a few. Given the Heights Library’s prominence
in the community, the city selected the branch for its initial experi-
ments in launching this transformation. They faced a tremendous
uphill battle, however, once word reached the Heights community
of the consultants’ recommendations.

In response to the report, HHA sprang immediately into
action. Members of the organization met to discuss and brainstorm
courses of action. These issues were outlined in a memo dated the
week prior to the unsettling March 1, 2001, town hall meeting,
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Those involved agreed on two major points: first and foremost,
the Heights community wanted to preserve the historic library
building where it stood and second, if a replacement building
became a necessity, the community wanted a modern facility
conveniently located in the Heights near the schools. The memo
took notice that these two ideas may “come into collision with
each other.” Moreover, the author of the memo, Laura Thorp,
HHA president at the time, warned of the possibility that if HHA
stood firm in its decision to save the historic library building “at
all costs,” it must understand the repercussions of thar decision.30
Thorp cited the Heights Firehouse as a prime example of when
modernization threatens preservation. When the city decided to
move the firehouse out of the Heights, the community fought

to preserve their historic station (it also doubled as a jail house
during the turn of the century). Unwavering in its plan, the city
built a new starion at a location on the outskirts of the neighbor-
hood. HHA ultimately chose to lease the building from the city
(for $1 per year). The association restored the station house and
continues to maintain the building’s upkeep into the twenty-first
century. Thorp warned that this could happen again. How far
would the association be willing to go? She asked in the memo,
“Would HHA be willing and financially able to take over the
library building, to preserve it and use it?”3!

Bur what if HHA could not handle the burden? Or what
if the city sold the building to a developer? What was the price
tag on preserving their library? In her original correspondence it
appeared thar the HHA president tried to cover as many angles of
the problem as possible, formulate a plan of action, and prepare
her civic group for a possible showdown with the city. This memo
displayed the initiative, the imagination, and the hawkish determi-
nation of a well-organized civic association. They would not let their
library go down without a fight.

On March 1, 2001, Barbara Gubbin, Director of the
Houston Public Library System, opened the town hall meeting in
the Heights community meeting center. Other members of the
committee included Gubbin’s Deputy Director, Alison Landers,
Councilman Gabriel Vasquez, and three consultants. More than one
hundred Heights residents stood anxiously in the meeting room as
Ditector Gubbin read the recommendations to replace the Heights
Library.

The director and her entourage had a preconceived belief
that the community would embrace and relish the idea. But to
their dismay, the townspeople immediately and soundly rejected
any proposal to replace the library building. In short, the crowd of
supporters from the neighborhood grew distraught and demanded
a halt to the proposal. The committee, it appeared, did not expect
such a negative reaction from the community, and they were not
prepared to deal with such an aggravated situation.

Eleven days later, HHA formally responded. In a letter to
Director Gubbin, Laura Thorp came out and stated that HHA
had formed a Library Task Force to “evaluate alternatives” and
had requested full-blown involvement in each step of the Strategic
Master Plan process, including selecting an architect for the eventual
renovations. “We want to make it very clear,” Thorp stated, “that
we wish for the original building to remain a functioning library
because of its historical significance, [and] central location, and
[continue] as a focal point for the community.”32

In the letter, HHA also recommended radical measures of
their own, suggesting that the city demolish the 1980 renovations
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and rebuild a new 2001-style addition. The letter went even further
to suggest that the city purchase the adjacent aparement building to
be used as a future site for library additions. In the end, the letter
lent “general and conditional support” to the city’s overall master
plan.33

Barbara Gubbin responded two weeks later and stated that
“there are no funds available at this time to implement any part of
the Strategic Master Plan,” including investigating HHA’s sugges-
tions.34 Six months later, however, the director drafted a letter to
HHA and listed final figures for the proposed renovations, most of
which would make the library in compliance with the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA): $70,000 for the design, $684,000 for
construction, half of which came from a Community Development
Block Grant.35

‘The community uproar in the Heights created a domino
effect that spread throughout the Houston Public Library System.
All across the city, library patrons and community residents shot
down the Strategic Master Plan recommendations. In the end,
civic co-operation and public demands outgunned the city’s radical
proposals, at least for the time being.

“I'm sure that we probably shook it up a litcle,” Thorp
explained, “because they thought they could just come in and do
what they wanted to do and maybe people wouldn’t be concerned.
But they found out that Houston Heights is a pretty strong neigh-
borhood.”3¢ Sims McCutchan, while acknowledging that there are
compelling arguments for a more up-to-date facility somewhere
in the northwest area, remarked, “As one of the two oldest library
structures in Houston, the Heights Branch should have been
considered from the beginning in the context of the neighborhood
character and historical preservation. I believe both the library,
the neighborhood, and the city were better served by keeping the
building.”37

One librarian stated that it was an extremely positive gesture
for the city to set aside money for the libraries’ future. However,
choosing out-of-town, objective consultants, who were unfamiliar
with the communities in Houston—and their resources—may have
had 2 diminishing effect on achieving the overall goals of the plan.
Most of the consultants involved in the project were not native
Houstonians. Moreover, the director, Barbara Gubbin, had come
from England where “old” and “historic” in building terms meant
that the building was at least a few hundred years old. In addition,
Gubbin’s deputy director hailed from California. The administrators
and the consultants may have possessed good intentions in their
ideas, bur they neglected the importance of the Houston Heights
Public Library to its community. A prime example of this miscom-
munication occurred when the consultants failed to understand
why the Heights residents did not want a bigger parking lot ar the
library. One patron from the Heights responded that most people
preferred to walk to their library.

In the fallout from the Strategic Master Plan, the city
focused its attention on the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
renovations throughout the entire library system.38 The city hired
architects to work the designs and contractors to remodel the build-
ings up to code. First on the list was the historic Houston Heights
Branch. Following relocation to a temporary facility at, ironically,
the Baptist Temple Church (20th and Yale), the Heights Library’s
long overdue ADA renovations began in earnest in early 2002.

A year later, having shed 2 new skin and shaved off a few
dozen bookshelves, the Heights Library reopened to the public. The
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