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Mod about Houston 
A new breed of preservationist fights to save the city's modern past 



COVER STORY 

Modern memories 
Will Houston find its true past in the '50s and '60s? 

John Everett I Chronicle 

The 5115 Maln Sl building, housing the Whitney Bank, Is a quarter-scale replica of Ludwig Mies van dar Rohe's Berlin National Gallery, Mann Eye InstiMe 
recently purchased the 1967 building and plans no major changes because "~ is architecturally signlflcant: says Dr. Mike Mann. 

By CLIffORD PUGH 
Houston Chronicle 

W
HEN Michael and Sel

ena Brichlord went 
house-hunting in 

west Houston three years ago, 
they decided to go modem 

Thev fell in love with the Me
morial Bend subdivision near 
Town & Country Village, a 
neighborhood filled with low
slung houses {rom the late 
19505 and early 19605, many 
with flat roofs, rectangular de
sign and noor-to-ceillng glass. 

The Brlchlords found their 
dream home in the neighbor
hood and have since furnished 
it with vintage pieces. Michael 
began cataloging nearby 
houses in the modern style and 
even sought out architect Wd
liam Norman Floyd, who de-

signed many of them, to learn 
about the neigbborhood's his
tory. 

The couple got so interested 
in the mod movement that they 
nowmake an annual p~e 
to Palm Springs, Carif., the 
mecca of modern residential ar
chitecture. They've discovered 
that Houston has 8 wealth of 
such buildings, too, a1thougb 
the number is dwindling. 

Now the Brichfords and a 
growing nwnber of other Hous
tonians are out to preserve 
what they believe is an impor
tant part of the city's history -
its modern past 

"I'm just someone who likes 
good design and good architec
ture and hates seeing it torn 
down," says Michael Brichford. 
who works in sales for a c0rpo
rate training company. 

"1 think there are a lot o[ 
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people who love this style of ar· 
chitecture. It's the next battle in 
preservation." 

As Brichford's interest in 
modern architecture grew, he 
wondered what could be done 
to save prime examples in 
Houston. Preservationists usu
ally focus on buildings that are 
at least 100 years old. No group 
in Houston - and very few 
groups in the nation - concen
trate exclusively on saving 
structures from the mid-20tb 
century or later. 

A friend put blm together 
with like-minded architects and 
historians, and over lunch about 
a year ago, Houston Mod was 
born. 

Tbe group, which has more 
than 200 members, is on a mis
sion to promote modern archi
tecture and design in Houston. 
It highlights buildings that are 

JOhn Everett I Chronicle 

The HOUCk House was built In 1947 for Braes Heights devel
oper Harvey R. Houck Jr. 

worth saving and tries to per
suade Houstonians about the 
virtues of modern architecture, 
before it is too late. 

"There are tons of great mod-

ern buildings bere," sa..vs Hous
ton Mod pre;ident Karen Lantz.. 
"People aren't nostalgic about 
them yet but it doesn't mean 
they won't be." 



John Everett I Chronicle 

The Prudential Building (1952) was the flrst high-rise outside 
of downtown Houston. The M.D. Anderson cancer Center 
plans to tear it down and use the site for expansion. 

Such buildings are ''the fabric 
of our city:' Lantz saYll. "Mod
ern architecture shaped Hous· 
ton. It's the good stuff. If you've 
got great bones, why throw it 
away?" 

Houston bas a dismal record 
in historic preservation. But 
Rice University architectural 
historian Stephen Fox believes 
Houston Mod has a fighting 
chance to change attitudes. Be
cause most members are in 
their 205 and 3OS, they find mod· 
ern architecture historic -
built before they were born -
and cool 

• • • 
Houston's stock of post-World 

War n structures is huge. Build
ers raced to keep up with the 
city's population, which doubled 
rougllly every 20 years during 
the 20th centurv, and at leas! 
some of what they put up reo 
fleeted the best styles of the 
times. 

"From the 1930S forward, sig
nificant works of architecture 
were built in Houston." sa~ 
Fox, author of Houstcn Archt
tecturaL G1.Lid.e. "There's a large 
body of distinguished buildings 
by not only the most talented 
architects practicing in Hous
ton but by some of the great 
names of 20th-century world ar
chitecture." 

the modem movement Howard 
Barnstone, Hugo Neuhaus, 
Burdette Keeland, Anderson 
Todd and others designed build
ings that were heavily influ
enced by the work of Ludwig 
Mies van der Rohe and Pbilip 
Johnson. 

"They produced very inven
tive work," Fox says. "It's no! as 
though everyone was on the 
same patb. Houston really 
stands out because of the vari· 
ety of the architecture that was 
built in those periods." 

John and Dominique de Me
nil, whom Fox calls "two of the 
great modern patrons of the 
20th century," commissioned 
Johnson to build a modem resi
dence, the first in River Oaks. 
They moved into the borne in 
1951. Domi~ue lived there un' 
til ber death m 1997 (John died 
in 1~73). rt is currently undergo
ing renovation under the super· 
vision of the Menil Collection, 
which will unveil it in May as 
a site for the museum's private 

events and possibly a residence 
for visiting artists. 

Gerald Hines, who became 
another of the city's great mod· 
em patrons, got his start devel
oping modest office buildings 
along Richmond Avenue near 
Greenway Plaza, before gradu
ating to such landmark modem 
buildings as Pennzoi! Place 
downtown. Wben the twin trap
ezoid towers opened in 1976, 
New York Times architecture 
critic Ada Louise Huxtable 
called Pennzoil Place one of the 
best big blliblings in the country 
and praised Houston as "the 
city of the second balf of the 
20th century." 

She also praised such modem 
buildings as the Alley Theatre, 
Jones Hall, One Shell Plaza, the 
Tenneco Building <now EI Paso 
Energy Building), the Galleria 
and the Mies addition to the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 

Subdivisions of modern 
bouses sprang up around Hous
ton. Some homes date from 

Christobal Perez I Chronicle 

"Instead of having meetings, 
Houston Mod bas parties at 
great modem places," Fox says. 
"It's a wonderful way to build 
a constituency for these build
ings," 

Michael and Selena Brichford got interested in modem archi
Fox cites the 1950s and 1970S lecture after buying a horne In Memorial Bend three years ago. 

as especially vibrant times for 

The MemOrial Bend subdiVision, near Beltway 
8 and Town & Country Village, Is filled with 
low-slung modem houses built In the late 

Christobai Perez I Chronicle 

1950s and early '60s. The subdiVision has one 
of the greatest concentrations of modern 
homes In Houston. 

1939, although most were built 
from the late 1940s to the mid-
197OS, says architectural histo
rian Ben Kllush, who surveyed 
bouses of this period for his 
master's thesis at Rice Univer· 
sity. 

Eschewing pediments, col
umns and many other details, 
modem homes are marked by 
a low borizontal appearance 
and liberal use of steel, glass 
and conerete. The same build
ing materials were often used 
for the inside and outside of the 
barnes. The look was spare, 
clean and up-to-date. 

"It went with the spirit of the 
times, representing an inherent 
optimism and a belief in sci-

See MODERN on Pag.12. 

ENDANGERED LIST 
Prudential Bulldl1l1l "'" HOLCOMBE 
Designed by KeMettl Franzhelm 
and bUiltin 1952. ttle first hlgh-tlse 
outside downtown likely will meet 
the wrecking ball as the Univers1ty 
of Texas M.D AflOemll' Canee! 
Cemer expands (teh) 

H""elI HOIIU . "" .., 16\(;Y 
A prime exafT'lple of streamlined 
modeme archltec1ure, thiS house 
buitt in 1947 for Braes Height. de
veloper Harvey R Houck Jr. is for 
sale at an asking prrce of $339,000 
(facing page) 

HISD C.Il1ra1 Mn'ln~~ttllDn B If lAg 
3aXI R1Ci-"lMONO 
The 1969 precast·conerete head
quaners. th<> be$! example of 'new 
brutaJism" modern architecture Irl 
Houston, is a likely canoidale for 
demolitiOn when HISD sells the 
24-acleproP<"iv 

I'IIIIIIs WIIII,Il'Y J 01 
4900 M'.A.F!.c;p 
HISD has earmarked the mulll
bered 1950 high school for 
destructIon tl&cause of damage 
caused by decad • of 'deferred 
maintenance ArctlllBCluralty 
one of the mosl s,ignificanl school 
buildino(' !n Houston. It was buUI 
as a high o;ch('! i fOI black students 
In me F,ttn Werd 

,d II ~ RtCl1P'.IDNQ 
In Ina 19S0s and 60s Harwood 
Taylor designed dozens of small. 
sleek commercial buildings In 
HOuston. The Upper Kirby Ma". 
agement District proposes that thIs 
'961 office bulld'ng be torn down 
for e library branch (cover) 

Mltt~.,,"o 1010 ",et-WOOO 
Buill In 1963101 oilman Geo<ge 
Mitchell and hiS family. thIS vacant 
Memorial hOUse IS considered a 
masterpiece of organic modern 
design by the architecture lirm of 
MacKie & Karnra!l1. 

A$trO amt LoOP 610 ~ "'IRSY 
No one knows quite what to do 
with the Indoor stadium, which was 
known es the Eighth Wonder of 
the World when It opened In 1965. 
A spece theme park has been 
proposed (cover) 

RI UJJIV1I/IIty SlIdlum 
GAEEN"8RIAR AT UNrVERSfn' 
In 2000, a Chronicle sportswriter 
called 1M 70.()(l().seal siadium 
buill In 1950 'sWI the best place 
in ttl. slate to walch a football 
game.· A campus master plan by 
MIchael Graves calls for extensive 
changes 

lilt. Un veru!y •• dl. C. 
ENTRANCE 8 UNlVERSIlY AT STOCKTON 
Generations of RIce students have 
watched movies in this metal bUild
Ing designed by Howard Barn· 
stone and Eugene Aubrey One 
university official says the bUilding, 
s temporary structure that opened 
In 1970, will "likely disappear at 
some polnt." 

S.n .... · 
HOUSTON MOO, HOUSTON 
ARCHITECTURAL GUIDE 
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Modem 
Continued from P8ge 9. 

ence. instead of a Cantasyland," 
Koush says '''There was a belief 
in the goodness of modernity." 

Even churches and ~ 
were constructed in the modem 
style; anything else was consid
ered behind the times, Koush 
says. Examples thaI remain in
clude the Congregation Emanu 
EI Temple Ibuilt in 19491, M~ 
rial Lutheran Church (1957) and 
Finlt Christian Church (19581. 

A3 the modern era passe<I. de
veIopen! turned to new styles or 
architecture. Also, over the years 
modem houses were tom dawn 
to make room for more cumml 
styles. Yet pocIcels of modem sub
divisions remain with some 
houses in River Oaks, Old Braes
wood. Oak Forest, Memorial and 
Meyerland. MemorIal Bend, 
where the Brichfords live. and the 
acijolntog oeighboriloods or Gay

r---/ wood. Memorial Glen and Rus· 
tling Pines probably have the 
greatest concentration of modem 
homes in Houston 

Brlchford estimates thai only 
five or 350 houses in the Mmnorial 
Bend subdivision are of new con
struction. The rest are a mix of 
modern and ranch-style homes. 

Even so some residents are 
worried that the charact.er or the 
neigbborbood will be changed as 
modern homes are bulldozed to 
make room for today. ubiquitous 
big bnck bouses, dubbed "Mc
Mansions:' 

Besides being out of scale and 
style with olher homes in the 
neighborhood, such oversized 
homes can lake up so much or the 
lot that many trees have to be re
moved. Modem homes, by COD
ttast, are usually surrounded by 
trees, which in some cases are 
even incorporated into the home 
design. 

Tales are circulating in lll\ioin
ing neighborboods about develop
ers knocking on doors and mak
ing offers to elderly couples for 
their homes, which are then bull
dozed for new construction. 

"Our deed restrictIons are 
pretty weak," Brlch!ord admits 
"'!'here's not much we can do bul 
edllCate the neighbors so they'I.I 
want to save their homes." 

• • • 
Closer to downt()wn, inside 

Loop 610 near the Galleria, Cathy 
and Andrew Echols might have 
been expected to bulldoze the 
modem house they boui!ht four 
years ago on a wooded. Jot near 
Buffalo Bayou, as most in the 
neigbborhood have. 

I.nstead they renO\'8ted the L960 
house and maintained the integ
rity 01 the original design. by the 
firm or WIIsOO, Manis, Crain &: 
Ander&on. 



• •• 
"'The mmUIC W'e w1lIkcd into the 

house, we could see the polen
tia\," Andrew r:clJols !lays. "It had 
not been maintAIned, but It's a 
steeI-and-gInss sc:uIpture. It'. not 
something we could replace or 
easily rebuild ounclves. 

The couple updated the kitchen 
and bathrooms nnd converted a 
deck into a I&mtlv room. but oth
erwise the hous - looks much as 
it did in a l!lf>3 I sue 01 Home & 

• •••••• • •••••••••••• " •••• 11 •••••••••••• , I I····! '1'1"""'1 11"';.1 I 
Garden magazine. 

Even though the house ., now 
sandwiched between lalI build
ings, the layout gives the 
Echolses pnvacy The brick front 
has few windows, while the bade 
has window floor-to-oeilin both 
upstairs, In the living room and 
stud", and down, where their &
yeai-old sun, Stuart, plays \\ith 
friend, in a room he call. ·'the 
rascal cave," 

The windows look out over a 
pool and trees that mask 8 park
m8 garage. 

"We're surrounded bv big trees 
and windows," Ca1It)' ECholS says. 
"\Ik k"'" the open spaces • 

Such renovations t;:nd to be the 
exception rather than the rule In 
Houston. Fox points out that 001,' 
two modem houses remain on 
the Ecltolses' streel 

"Some very importanl houses 

THEATE 

lrom the 1950s and 1960 have 
been demolished,· be says. "A 
clutch survive In Houston. but ev
ery year there are fewer and 
fewer." 

• • • 
Th~ track record for commer

cial buildings isn't much better, 
Oincials at the University 01 
Texas 1.1.0 Anderson Cancer 
Cen\<.'1' plan to demolL'ih the f'ru-

dentia! BUilding in tbe Texas 
Medical Centl'r eYen thougb 
Preservation TexlUI recently 
placed it on 8 list at the sta/l!'. 
m""t endangered historic places. 

The tower, designed by Ken
neth Franzheim and built in t952 
8S thl' dty's flr.d hfgb·rise outside 
downtown, is lated to rnal!e room 
by enrly 2007 lor an expansion 01 

See DESIGN on Page 14_ 

I STRICT 
__ .ho .. atonth._t_rdlatrlct.org 



Design 
Continued from Page 13. 

the cancer center. 
If history is ~ indication. the 

architectural si~;ncance 0{ the 
area will cl!ange as a result. In 
1987, Medical Center officials de
molished the Shamrock Hotel, 
site of some of the city's most 
memorable social events. The boo 
tel was replaced by two nonde
script resesrch towel'S and a park 
with concrete ~inders that look 
like the underside or a freeway 
overpass. 

The Houston Independent 
School District Central Adminis· 

tER 

, 
tration Bullding, designed by 
Neuhaus &: Taylor in 1969 and 
bailed as a prime example of the 
"new brutalism," also is likely to 
be torn down after the school dis
trict sells the 24-acre plot at Rich
mond and Weslayan. HISD put 
the property up for sale last year. 

Even the Astrodome, once 
known as the Eighth Wonder of 
tbe World, isn't safe: Despite 
sketcby plans to turn it into a 
space theme park. maD,)' worry it 
will be demolished instead. 

Houston Mod is focusing on 
saving such buildings because its 
members believe that if the city 
obliterates its pas~ it bas no his· 
tory. 

"Everyone says we want to he 

,;C I , 
a world-class city, but we've got 
to understand who we are as a 
city to be able to build on that." 
says historic preservation con
sultant Anna Mod. 

'tWo years ago, Mod and archi
teet Barrv Moore conducted a 
survey of modern buildings along 
ruchmond Avenue, rougbJ.y from 
Kirby to Weslayan. Students from 
the University of Houston Gerald 
D. Hines College of Architecture 
compiled a list of nearly 60 struc
tures built between 1949 and 1971. 
The buildings are usually four sto
ries or less, and are marked by 
vertical sUI windows, huge 0ver
hangs and virtually no ornamen
tation. 

See HOMES on Page 16. 






