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“The right to have access 
to every building in the 
city by private motorcar, 
in an age when everyone 
possesses such a vehicle, is 
actually the right to 
destroy the city.” 
  - Lewis Mumford
      (qtd. in Speck 78)
“To wit, if we pollute so 
much because we are 
throwing away time, 
money, and lives on the 
highway, then both prob-
lems would seem to share 
a single solution, and that 
solution is to make our cit-
ies more walkable.  doing 
so is not easy, but it can 
be done, it has been done, 
and indeed it is being done 
in more than a few places 
at this very moment.”
 - Jeff Speck (63)



INTRODUCTION

site this planet affords.  The ultimate solution is to abandon it... 
We shall solve the City Problem by leaving the city.”
       - Henry Ford (Happy City, pg 63)

As a born and raised Houstonian, I love 
my city. After traveling to a number of 
locations around the world, I come back 
and ask myself, “Why Houston?”  This 
large city of over 2 million is not one of 
the greatest cities to live.  The truth is, 
many people deal with a great amount 
of stress and anxiety because of the way 
Houston functions as a city.  Vehicles 
have taken a high priority where liv-
ing without one is extremely frustrating, 
and even near impossible.  This issue 
is becoming more and more evident as 

accidents, injuries, and death occur not 
only and around holidays, but on a con-
stant regular basis.  Charles Montgomery 
describes the term “Old Mobility”, de-
scribing a way of life where residents of 
a city spend much of their time: sitting in 

-
lars to road improvements to aid a system 
of commute that gets worse every year 
(Montgomery, 198).
 With the number of residents in-
creasing, there must be healthier, more 

the way we move people in and out of the 
city.  Alternatives which will assist in pro-

we live.

 It is not healthy for Houston to con-
tinue to develop the way it has been.  The 
image to the left is a map of downtown 
Houston with a two-mile radius of the 
residential development that has hap-
pened from 1995 to 2011.  Houston has 
focused so much on sprawl and single de-
tached housing that we have left the core 
of the city to become a series of uninvit-

building structures, and an atmosphere 
that feels unsafe, uncomfortable, and un-
lively.  Parking alone takes up more than 
50% of downtown, covering more acres 
than any other one thing.  And this is the 
heart of the city?
 According to the 2014 “Quality of 
Living Worldwide City Rankings”, Hous-
ton is ranked #66.  This is four places 
away from Detroit, MI (placed at #70).  In 
addition, Houston has been ranked in the 

Urban Mobility Report.  Houston, along 
with Dallas and Atlanta, are the only 3 of 

not have excellent public transit and vast 
collection of walkable neighborhoods.  

Chicago, Washington, Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, Boston, Seattle, and New York.  
These cities, however, appear in another 
list - Walk Scores ten “Most Walkable 

Neighborhoods” in America (with Phili, 
Long Beach CA, and Portland as the other 
three in the top 10).
 Houston’s methods of adding 
new lanes or widening them, has been 

a number of decades.  There now exists 
numerous statistics and studies that show 
that widening lanes creates more than 

speeds, numerous car crashes, pollution, 
vast distances between development, and 
an unconnected/unwalkable city.  All of 
which lead to a loss in money, comfort, 
time, health, and lives.  
 Houstonians may not realize that 
our desired habit of living is creating 
economic and social devastation.  Hous-
ton sprawl and single detached housing 
away from the core of the city has been 
forcing the city to spend sales tax dollars 
on distant roads, pipes, sewage, and ser-

and costly to maintain. Thus leaving little 
for the shared amenities that make central 
city living attractive.  
 This project is a visual alternative 
and proposed option in Houston’s future 

Houstonians and visitors alike, providing 
a healthier, more walkable, and pedestri-
an-friendly environment Downtown. 

GENERAL
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 Houston, along with a number of cities 
in America, arrived at this point of becoming 
unwalkable when cars and trucks began de-
manding their way into cities a few years after 
Henry Ford streamlined mass production at his 
automobile assembly line in Highland Park, MI.  
Urban Historian, Pete Norton states what fol-
lowed was “a new kind of death,” as more than 
200,000 people were killed in the U.S. by motor 
accidents that decade.  Majority of which were 
killed in cities, pedestrians, half of which were 
children and youths.
 Cars were feared as their arrival was seen 
more as a threat to justice and order.  “Driv-
ers who accidentally killed pedestrians were 
mobbed by angry crowds and convicted not 
of driving infractions, but of manslaughter” 
(Montgomery 70).  There was a long arduous 
battle between those who wanted to protect their 
shared streets and drivers who joined with au-
tomobile dealers and manufactures who wanted 
the right to go faster.  Manufacturers wanted 
more space, and everyone else (pedestrians, cy-
clists, and streetcars) to get out of the way.  This 
new movement was called the Motordom.
 Manufacturers and automobile dealers 
had to change the idea of the street, and who it 

-
fore any changes could have been made.  They 
had to convince others that the problem with 
safety lay not on the driver, but in controlling 
pedestrians on the street.  
 In the 1920’s auto clubs began competing 
directly with urban safety councils, redirecting 
blame for accidents from car drivers to pedestri-
ans.  Most people eventually came to accept that 
the street was not such a free place anymore. 

This was ironic, because Motordom gave the 
psychological perspective that cars gave indi-
viduals more safety and freedom.  Even though 

ways to move numerous pedestrians in and out 
of dense downtown cities was by use of streetcar 
or bus.  The Chicago Loop itself only took 2% 
of the road, yet carried 3/4 of the total travelers.  
The more cars that were added to the street, the 

 “In 1956 the Federal-Aid Highway Act 
funneled billions of tax dollars into the construc-
tion of new freeways, including dozens of wide 
new roads that would push right into the heart of 
cities.  This along with federal home mortgage 
subsidies and zoning that effectively prohibited 
any other kind of development but sprawl - re-
warded Americans who abandoned downtowns 
and punished those who stayed behind, with 
freeways cutting swatches through inner-city 
neighborhoods from Baltimore to San Francisco.  
Anyone who could afford to get out, did”
(Montgomery 74-75)
 There is however hope of making cities 
like Houston inviting and walkable again.  Such 
a method is used consistently in Venice.  With its 
many streets and close-knit city, “the basic struc-
ture is deceptively simple. Concentrated around 
a limited number of main streets connecting key 
destinations and a strict hierarchy of major and 
minor. The whole city is built around a simple 
network that provides the shortest routes and a 
few but important spaces.  When important spac-
es are few and routes logically follow the obvious 
desirable lines for walking, more effort can be put 

65-67)

LITERATURE	  REVIEW
 “No age in the history of 
cities has been so wealthy.  
Never before have our cities 
use so much land, energy, and 
resources.  Never before has 
the act of inhabiting a city de-
manded converting so much 
primordial into atmosphere-
warming gas.  Never before 
has so many people enjoyed 
the luxury of private domes-
ticity and mobility.  Despite 
all we have invested in this 
dispersed city, it has failed to 
maximize health and happi-
ness.  It is inherently danger-
ous.  It makes us fatter, sicker, 
and more likely to die young.  
It makes life more expensive 
than it has to be.  It steals our 
time.  It makes it harder to 
connect with family, friends, 
and neighbors.  It makes us 
vulnerable to the economic 
shocks and rising energy pric-
es inevitable in our future.  As 
a system, it has begun to en-
danger both the health of the 
planet and the well-being of 
our descendants.
 Our challenge lives in the 
way we build, but also in the 
way we think.  It is a design 
problem, but it is also a 
psychological problem.”
- Charles Montgomery (315)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	   EXISTING
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“The party is over for sprawl. 
The market is changing, and 
young people and old people 
are demanding something dif-
ferent.  They wan lively, so-
phisticated places where they 
can walk, and where they can 
still have freedom beyond the 
age of eighty.”
 - Galina Tachieva
(qtd. in Montegomery 276)
  

“Dispersal starves the bud-
gets of cities forced to spend 
sales tax dollards on roads, 
pipes, sewage, and services for 
the distant neighborhoods of 
sprawl, leaving little for the 
shared amenities that make 
central city living attractive.”
- Charles Montgomery (77)

“Cities have been blown out 
of proportion, as though we 
were designing them for gi-
ants.  What we were doing, of 
course, was designing for the 
scale of the cars. NOW WER ARE 
RETURNING CITIES TO A HUMAN 
SCALE.  We are returning the 
balance of life to neighbor-
hoods.”
     - Galina Tachieva
 (qtd. in Montgomery 275)

 In Jeff Specks book, Walkable City, he pro-
vides a 10 step tool that gives the city a way to em-
bracing bikes, enhancing transit, aid the pedestrian, 
and making downtown living an attractive attribute 
to a larger variety of people.  Individually, they make 
a difference.  Combined, they can transform the city 
and change the lives of its residents.  They are the 
following: 

01 - Put Cars in Their place
02 - Mix the Uses

04 - Let Transit Work
05 - Protect the Pedestrian
06 - Welcome Bikes
07 - Shape the Spaces
08 - Plant Trees

10 - Pick Your Winner

Thesis Start -  (Refer to map, pg 11) 
 While keeping in mind the 10 Steps of Walk-
ability, the site that I believe to have the most poten-

that would succeed in creating an intimate network 
throughout the downtown area) is that near discovery 
green.  The surrounding area would become a real-
ization to Houstonians that downtown living can be 

-
ing a pedestrian friendly environment (with buildings 
and public spaces designed for people to interact and 
gather).  Anchoring to the park with a 2-way “Las 
Ramblas” style street (encouraging housing, pedes-

-
ing and preserving a historical building that provides 

not to be lost.

Realistic planning for walkability starts down-
town where most of the key ingredients are al-
ready in place.  Downtown is the only part of the 
city that belongs to everybody.  Therefore, Invest-

of its citizens at once.  Houston’s image and repu-
tation, rests in large part to its downtown physi-
cal attributes.  If downtown doesn’t look good, 
the city doesn’t look good.  People wont want to 
move there, and it will be that much harder for 
citizens to feel good about the place where they 
have chosen to live.  However, a little bit of great 
downtown can help push a whole city into the 

  Malls provide a good example in 
describing connection as they did certain things 

-
mining placement of stores in relationship to each 
other to encourage maximum spending.  This 
included separating the anchor tenants by a cer-
tain distance in order to get people walking past 
the smaller shops in-between.  Creating pedestri-
ans in front of the in-line stores was so important 
to the design of the mall that the anchor tenants 
were often welcomed rent-free.”  (Speck, pg 255)
 In a downtown, the anchors are few and 
fairly easy to identify: any use that generates sig-

-
ers, movie theaters, performance hall, baseball 
stadium, even an already-walkable street network 
as it creates pedestrians who are willing to stroll 
farther afoot if the walk is rewarded.  Such an-

but 
almost nobody walks between them because of 

.  

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PROJECT	  BEGINNING
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01 - Put Cars in Their Place
 In the 2014 “Quality of Living Worldwide City 

follows (starting with well known Vancouver): 5th, 14th, 

ranked cities (starting with Honolulu) were ranked at 
28th, 29th, 35th, 42nd, and 43rd.  
 In an article by Patrick Condon, who chairs the 
landscape architecture department at the University of 
British Columbia, titled “Canadian Cities American 
Cities: Our Differences Are the Same”, study shows 
compelling evidence of inverse relationships between 
highway investment and urban property values.  Inner 
cities with less regional highway investment fared bet-
ter than those with more.  Cities that had more highway 

those with less highway construction, held higher prop-
erty values.  “The highway-investment history was all 
you needed to know to accurately predict the real estate 
value history.”  So then, guess which country of the U.S. 
and Canada, invested more in highways...  A lot more.
 First, to begin reclaiming the city center for the 
pedestrian, we must acknowledge that our city outcome 
of vast parking, high speeds, and multiple highways 
dissecting the city was not inevitable, it is not the global 
norm, nor should it continue.  Also we must keep an eye 

-
en streets, remove trees, and generally ream out down-

their job” without any design guidance, can redesign the 
city, in a most negative way.  For vehicles. 
 We have come to realize that efforts to reduce 

travel faster leads to more dispersed development, and 
thus the more time one must spend traveling (Ivan Il-
lich).  Traveling numerous pedestrians in and out of cit-

this to be a fact.  Continuously giving space to cars does  

Most importantly, car crashes have killed over 3.2 mil-
lion Americans, and remain the greatest threat to our 
physical health.  They are the leading cause of death for 
all Americans between the ages of one and thirty-four, 
and their monetary cost to the nation is estimated to be 
hundreds of billions of dollars annually (Speck, 44). 
 Older, denser cities have much lower automobile 
fatality rates than newer, sprawling ones.  As you might 
expect, the difference in death rates comes, in part, from 

most dangerous states drove 64% more miles in 2003 
-

capita.  Each mile driven in a least-safe state was more 
than twice as deadly as a mile in a most-safe state.  In 
more modern places like Dallas and Houston, where 
downtowns are largely unwalkable, the city car-crash 
statistics are almost as bad as in the suburbs.  Even with 

however, Dallas was still safer overall than half of its 
surrounding counties. (Speck, 46, 47)

(After Thesis) Phase 01 -   (Refer to map, pg 13) 
 The “Las Ramblas” style street is extended, con-
necting to a few Houston gems such as Minute Maid 

-
necting nearby functions and activating surrounding 
spaces.  Providing the opportunity and desire for au-
thentic development, businesses, and housing to focus 

Downtown more inviting, walkable, and convenient for 
those residing, working, visiting, and using the light rail. 
(Phase 01 visualized in more detail on pg 51)

“the dispersed city that nudg-
es millions of pepole toward 
inactivity, and exposes them 

crashes, simultaneously cre-

of soceity.” “Since the damage 
is directly related to the dis-
tance people drive every day, 
just reducing the frequency 
and length of automobile trips 
can ease the burden on emer-
gency services, productivity, 
and the health-care system.”
- Charles Montgomery (258)

to the suburbs is turning into 

that have become magnets 
for aspiring young adults 
who see access to knowledge-
based jobs, public transpor-
tation and a new city ambi-
ance as an attraction”
  - William Frey
 (quoted in Speck 35)

“While transportation used 
to absorb only one-tenth of a 

it now consumes more than 

- Jeff Speck (30)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PHASE	  01
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“Walkable cities, with their 
dense, vibrant, mixed-use 
neighborhoods, offer residents 
a lifestyle that combines su-
perior economic and social 
opportunity with a transpor-
tation cost, in both time and 
money... this is particularly 
true when more citizens are 
able to live right in the center 
of town.”
  - Jeff Speck (103-104) 

02 - Mix the Uses
 Work, shop, eat, drink, learn, recre-
ate, convene, worship, heal, visit, celebrate, 
sleep.  These are all activities that people 
should not have to leave downtown to ac-
complish. 
 Majority of downtowns possess a 
healthy number of all the above activities 
except places to sleep.  Housing is often 
the most underrepresented in American 
downtowns.  According to the Houston’s 
“Downtown/Intown Residential Develop-
ment” since 1995 - 2011 (page 6 above), 
it is clear to see that housing is very much 
underrepresented in Houston. Demand for 

to skyrocket.  There should be a citywide 
commitment to creating an environment in 
downtown that people would want to live in.  
Walkability is a big part in producing such 
an environment.  In a healthy cycle, more 
walkability begets more housing downtown, 
which begets more walkability.
 Rather than trying to land new of-

hotels that only hive temporary visitors, this 
plan takes into consideration future econom-
ic growth that will take place where the cre-
ative people are, and then works to lure more 
residents downtown.  Moving enough people 
downtown that the workplace is bound to 
follow them there.
 Adam Baacke suggests this strategy 
means - “building more market-rate housing 
while also promoting those things that resi-
dents want and need: parks and playgrounds, 

supermarket and farmers markets, cafes and res-
taurants, and eventually good schools, all em-
braced in a framework of top-notch walkability.  

-
nomic development around creating a downtown 
that has them all.” (Speck, 112, 113)
 In addition, “It is interesting to note that 
hops and booths in active, thriving commercial 
streets all over the world often have a facade 
length of 16-20 feet, which ... means that there are 

use developments are more convenient and are 
allowed more opportunity to thrive because of the 

times of day.  In addition, as Charles Montgomery 
notes (264): “Money spent at small and local busi-
nesses tends to stay in the community, producing 
more local jobs, while money spent at big national 
chains tends to get sucked out of the local econo-
my.”

Phase 02 -   (Refer to map, pg 15) 
 In an effort to reshape the city around the 
pedestrian (rather than the car), the pedestrian 
friendly “Las Ramblas” style street is turned to-
wards inner downtown. Thus extending and con-
necting to Main street and (Red) lightrail system 
to act as anchors.  This completes convenient 
and continuous (walkable) network of pedestrian 

businesses and housing on Main Street.  

“Even low-rise, mixed-use 
buildings of two to three sto-
ries, the kind you see on an 
old-style, small-town main 
street - bring in ten times the 
revenue per acre as that of 
an average bix-box develop-
ment.”  
   - Charles Montgomery (263)

“Cities were created to bring 
things together.  The better 
they do this job, the more suc-
cessful they become.”
  - Jeff Speck (105)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PHASE	  02
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03 - Get the Parking Right
 Oversupply of parking, this condition occurs 
most often in central cities, and is typically the re-
sult of downtowns importing zoning standards from 
the suburbs, where no alternatives to driving exist.” 
(Speck, 120-121)
 Donald Shoup, chair of the Department of 
Urban planning and ran the institute of transporta-
tion studies, notes: while looking at any city (sub-
urban or rural zoning code) you will see page after 
page of rules about parking.  Of the six hundred 
or so land uses, each has its own minimum park-

been generated from a bare minimum of data and 
can bear little resemblance to reality. In addition, 

are based on the peak demand for free parking in 
places where there is no public transit.  Most of the 
time, most of the spaces remain empty, since peak 
demand occurs only for a few hours a year.  This 
amounts to an enormous waste of space and mon-
ey.” (Efroymson, 18) 

-

apartments near metro stations.  Leaving commer-
cial parking provision to the free market.
 The second is that on-street parking be 
priced at a level that results in an 85% occupancy 
rate at all times. Corresponding to roughly one 
empty space per block face. Cities in the US set the 

-

caps the number of parking spaces allowed to re-
duce congestion, and puts a minimum on density to 
encourage walking, cycling, and public transport.  

-

which works better?

 An example for giving commercial parking 
provisions to the free market is that of the Artist 
Colony of Carmel-by-the-Sea, California on Ocean 
Avenue.  This little city is free of off-street parking 
because it is illegal! Instead of providing parking 
lots for their customers and employees, business 

-
ing spaces located a few blocks away.  This strategy 

courtyards and walkways, as well as ensuring a 
maximum amount of sidewalk activity, since no one 
arrives at their destination from the rear. Instead of 

for it, which allows the parking to be located in the 
right place and, importantly, shared.  Carmel is now 
one of dozens of American cities that handle down-
town parking this way, including Orlando, Chapel 
Hill, and Lake Forest, Illinois.
 As for free and under-priced parking, it must 
be realized that free parking actually harms busi-
nesses and creates more congestion.  Free parking 

smaller purchases, and vehicles that remain in the 
same parking space for longer than needed time 
frames. When people pay for the amount of time 
they spend parked, they park for less time.  Allow-
ing parking spaces to serve more customers, pro-

activities.  

Phase 03 -   (Refer to map, pg 17) 
 Extending the “Las Ramblas” style street to 
continue past the Redline, adding to the network the 
performing arts district (to act as an anchor for Con-
gress Ave), and a small university anchoring Pease 
St.  Thus, strengthening the walkable network and 
connecting to other healthy urban fabrics of Hous-
ton.

“A useful experiment was 
conducted in progressive Palo 
Alto, CA.  Real estate devel-
opers were allowed to cheat 
on their parking requirments 
by as much as 50% if the land 
area saved was turned into a 
natural “landscape reserve” 
that could be converted to 
parking if the need arose.  Not 
one such reserve has yet to 
make that conversion.”
        - Jeff Speck (122)

“Fewer cars parking for lon-
ger periods of time take up 
more space than many cars 
parking for less time; long-
term parkers are thus the 

  - Debra Efroymson (14)

“Aesthetic matters.  We walk 
farther when streets feel safe 
and interesting... But dump 
us in a vast parking lot sur-
rounded by big-box outlets, 
and our inclination to walk 
evaporates.  .”
       - Charles Montgomery 
        (187-188)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PHASE	  03
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“If it is to become widely 
used, transit has to be ruth-
lessly reconceptualized as a 
convenience.”
  - Jeff Speck (154)

04 - Let Transit Work
 “It could be said that people who live in a 
city want to have access to everything that city has 
to offer.  If the vast majority of those things cannot 
be reached conveniently via transit, then people 
of means buy cars, and you end up with a driving 
city.  As the city grows, it grows around the car.  
its neighborhood structure dissolves and its streets 
widen.  Walking becomes less useful or pleasant 
and, soon, less likely or even imaginable.” (Speck, 
pg 139)
 Todd Litman of the Victoria Transport 

-

transit service and the other 43 found wanting.  
Litman determined that each resident of the seven 

year for public transportation than a resident of the 
other 43, but saved 1,040 in vehicle, parking, and 
road costs.  These costs were measured in terms of 
actual dollars spent on goods, services, and taxes, 
and ignored all the additional indirect savings sur-

health.  The lesson: big investments in compre-
hensive citywide transit systems pay off in spades.  
But it’s not that simple. 

cities voted to levy a 1% sales tax to create what 
has now become the largest light-rail system in 
the U.S. (dart.org, 2008). Although the system has 
continued to grow, transit ridership has continued 
to drop.  A few billion dollars later, despite the 
rises in gasoline costs, a greater percentage of Dal-
las residents are driving to work than at any time 

wrong? Jeff Speck turns to Yonah Freemark (noted 

as the best-informed source on transit today).  His 
answer in short, is simply “just about everything”:

- Encouraging ample parking downtown
- Placing the rail alignments in the least costly 
rights-of-way rather than in the busiest areas
- Locating stations next to highways and with huge 
parking garages

-
vice
- Forgetting about neighborhoods

 So, how then can cities like Houston/Dallas 

response, and a long one. The short answer is to 
-

ciency, making the most of current road investment, 
and use the bounteous revenue to buy down transit 
fares to zero while shortening wait times.
 The long answer: A metropolis has to take 
shape around the transit.  Thus, the city and its sur-
rounding municipalities must make a commitment 
to focus development more assiduously at light 
rail stations, including making plans for walkable 
neighborhoods around every one.  Focus is espe-

pedestrian friendly precincts with high housing 
densities within them.  Where the on-site parking 

and new parking lots near stations downtown to be 
prohibited. (Speck, 148, 149)

Phase 04 - (Refer to map, pg 19)
 Completing the network of the pedestrian 
friendly “Las Ramblas” style street.  Tying together 

& parks) that Smith St. has to offer.

“every transit trip begins 
and ends with a walk.  As a 
result, while walkability ben-

transit relies absolutely on 
walkability.”
        - Jeff Speck (140)

“When you starve a system 
of resources and consistently 
place it behind other mobil-
ity priorities, the experience 
of using it is bound to disap-
point.”

“A healthy city is a city that 
supports alternative transpor-
tation.”
    - Jeff Speck (?)

“The metropolitan area that 
does not offer walkable ur-
banism is probably destined 
to lose economic development 
opportunities.”
 - Christopher Leinberger 
        (qtd. in Speck 24)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PHASE	  04
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(

“By paying attention to the re-
lationship between land, dis-

other words, by building more 
connected, complex places - 
the city regained its soul and 
its good health.”
      - Charles Montgomery 
        (264-265)

“by redesigning city space, 
you can actually transform 
the culture.”  
- Charles Montgomery (152)

“Trees are typically essential, 
however, for pedestiran com-
fort, and they do slow driv-
ers down a bit.  they can also 
stop a car that has hopped 
the curb.  For that reason, the 
safest sidewalks are lined by 
both parked cars and trees.”
        - Jeff Speck (183)

05 - Protect the Pedestrian

one-way street (whereas DT Houston consists of 
many 5 -lane one-way streets) many cities across 
the country are coming to discover and introduce 
something called a “road diet”.  Where a standard 
4-lane (or 5-lane) street is replaced by a 3-lane 
street: one lane in each direction and a center lane 
reserved for left turns.
 The remaining space can thus be used to 
expand sidewalks, plant trees, create a parking 
lane (all of which protect the pedestrian).  This 
pavement can often be redeployed as two ample 
bicycle lanes further humanizing the street.  
Houston, due to the majority of its downtown 

opportunities to create a number of pedestrian 
friendly focused streets.  In this instance and pro-
posal, the “Las Ramblas” style street (referring 
to the actual 2-way street in Barcelona Spain) is 

-
ton.  One-way streets wreck downtown retail 
districts principally because they distribute vi-
tality unevenly, and often in unexpected ways.  
They have been known to kill stores consigned 
to the morning path to work, since people do 
most of their shopping on the evening path home.  
Whereas on a 2-way street, twice as many cars 
drive past businesses.   “Bottom line: if your 
downtown lacks vitality and its got one ways, its 
probably time for a change.” (Speck, 181)

06 - Welcome Bikes

healthful, empowering, and sustainable form of 
transportation there is.  Using the same amount of 
energy as walking, a bicycle will take you three 
times farther.  Bicycle commuters enjoy about

double the amount of daily physical activity of driv-
ers.  Bikes are cheap, and the fuel is free.  And it’s 
fun.  And compared to the car, bike spatial demands 
are minimal.  Money spent on bike lanes generates 
more than twice the jobs of money spent on car lanes.  
And “if every American biked an hour per day in-
stead of driving, the U.S. would cut its gasoline con-
sumption by 38% and its greenhouse gas emissions 
by 12%.  (Speck, 190-191)
 So then, why don’t Americans bike more?  
When compared to cities in Canada, a report by John 
Pucher and Ralph Buehler suggested to the Insti-
tute of transport and logistic studies, the main rea-
sons that Canadians “cycle about 3 times more than 
Americans” are “Canada’s higher urban densities and 
mixed-use development, shorter trip distances... and 
higher cost of owning, driving, and parking a car” 
(all conditions associated with city living).  Second, 
“Safer cycling conditions and more extensive cycling 
infrastructure”, or as Jeff Speck mentions, streets that 
have been designed to welcome bikes. (Speck, pg 
192)
 In Portland, for the cost of one mile of free-

Spending 1% of transportation funds on a network 
serving 7% of commuters.  Even better, is the indirect 

highway “improvements,” new bikeways actually 
increase the value of nearby real estate. (Speck, 194, 
195)

Proposed - (Refer to map, pg 21)

lanes) that are faced with various functions: retail, 
-

ing arts, etc.  Creating a more lively, safe, and in-
viting environment downtown with a series of key 
anchors and destination points for residents, visitors, 
walkers and light rail commuters alike.

“While coming into being 
for the sake of living, the city 
exists for the sake of living 
well.”
      - Aristotle
              (qtd. in Washburn 14)

“To keep the city safe is a 

streets and its sidewalks.”
     - Jane Jacobs (30)

DOWNTOWN	  CONCEPT	  MAP	  -‐	  
LITERATURE	  REVIEW

PROPOSED
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 Looking at the overall map of Hous-
ton, it was easy to determine which half 
of downtown was under developed.  The 
South East side consists an overwhelm-
ing amount of parking.  However, there 
consisted of some healthy urban fabric that 

were taken into account of the project.  
- Discovery Green
- Three Sport Stadiums 
 (Baseball, Soccer, and Basketball)
- Incarnate Word and Catholic Church
- New Light Rails 
- & George R. Brown Convention Center
 

that would connect, enhance, and provide 

-
larity, and livability.  Thus the project was 

-
tions for the existing pedestrian population 

-
ting both the park and proposed site with a 
strong possibility for future expansion.  A 
possibility with hopes that it can create a 
powerful sense of place and identity in the 
center of the city.

SURFACE	  PARKING PARKING	  GARAGE

SITE	  STUDY	  -‐	   EXISTING	  URBAN	  FABRICS
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Collage	  of	  Site	  
(Credit:	  John	  Devlin)

Cities get so focused on at-
tracting companies, they for-
get that young people want to 
be in a city that not only has 
jobs but is also a fun place to 
be”
      - Richard Florida 
“Come for a Diploma, Stay for a Life”

“leveraging academic assets 
... remains one of the greatest 
untapped urban revitalization 
opportunities in the country.”
 - Initiative for a Com-

Cities



The desire is to strengthen both University and Park with 
constant self initiating activity that will expand into other 
key areas of Downtown.  To do so, three primary goals 
are issued to incorporate the human scale and 10 Steps of 
Walkability:

03	  -‐	  INCORPORATE	  &	  PRESERVE	  HISTORICAL	  BUILDINGS
02	  -‐	  ANCHOR	  TO	  THE	  EXISTING	  PARK
01	  -‐	  CREATE	  A	  PEDESTRIAN	  FRIENDLY	  ENVIRONMENT

PROPOSED	  SOLUITION	  -‐	   A	  UNIVERSITY

CRAWFORD	  ST.

Why Start with a University?
 American cities have declined steadily 
over the last half-century while too many urban 
colleges and universities have remained remote, 
creating or maintaining physical and psycho-
logical barriers between themselves and their 

positioned within a city, and contain a number 
of various functions and crowds, are some of 
the greatest available sources for spurring urban 
revitalization in the country. 
 Other institutions, have made an initiative 

-
rounding communities – Columbia University 
in Upper Manhattan, Virginia Commonwealth, 
Trinity College in Hartford, the University of 
Pennsylvania, the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, SUNY Stoneybrook, Berkley, to name 

-
tween cities and urban colleges and universities.  
Focused on embracing their neighborhoods

and the challenges of their cities, they are intro-
ducing themselves not only as universities of ed-
ucation, but as purchasers of goods and services, 
employers, real estate developers, incubators for 
new businesses and technologies, advisors, net-
work builders, and work force developers. Rath-
er than having university buildings to resemble 

the campus center and backs of vast distances 
between them and local buildings, the university 

overlooking their surrounding communities.  
 Students will go exceedingly for college 
experiences in lively cities.  Smart campuses 
must bolster urban revitalization and variety as 
well as promote imaginative programs that will 
provide hands on experience in student’s de-
grees.  Programs to increase the employment of 
people who live near the campus while increas-

ing the employment of people and students who 

purchases from local vendors, and counsel-
ing local small business with teams of MBA 
students are just a few ways these universities 
are becoming more involved in impacting their 
surroundings.  Such interactions will create an 
engaging environment where an institution and 
its neighboring community cannot only coexist 

 Universities and colleges are an intricate 
portion of the formula in revitalizing an urban 
core as the institution functions as an economic 
engine with various activities and hub of diverse 

This humming of activity will not only extend 
the days at the core of the city beyond the hours 
of 9 to 5, but increase the use of multiple servic-

convention center, to light rail use in Houston.

Plan	  of	  Site	  
(Credit:	  Google	  Earth,	  with	  Photoshop	  byJohn	  Devlin)
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“What is most attractive, what 
attracts people to stop and lin-
ger and look, will invariably be 
other people.  Activity in human 
life is the greatest attraction in 
cities”

“The district, and indeed as 
many of its internal parts as 
possible, must serve more than 

-
bly more than two.  These must 
insure the presence of people 
who go outdoors on different 
schedules and are in place for 
different purposes, but who are 
able to use many facilities in 
common.”
       - Jane Jacobs (150)

“We found that if you make 
more road space, you get more 
cars.  If you make more bike 
lanes, you get more bikes.  If 
you make more space for peo-
ple, you get more people and of 
course then you get public life.”

“Scant few neighborhoods in 
North America feature places 
that draw people together regu-
larly for anything other than 
buying stuff.”
     - Charles Montgomery (306)

21
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07 - Shape the Spaces
 “It is not numbers, crowds, and city 
size that matter but the sense that city space 
is inviting and popular that creates a mean-
ingful place.  The lively city also needs var-

and social activities are mixed with room for 
-

portunity to participate in urban life.”  
-

can blossom.  Once the process is underway, 
it is very much a positive spiral in which 
something happens, because something hap-

traditional urbanism involves buildings that 
create the space, rather than in modern ur-
banism where a building occupies the center 
of a space.  People feel most comfortable in 

considered the most central experience of 
visiting downtown, has become an underval-

-

“It is 
almost always simpler and more effective 
to increase quality and thus the desire to 
spend time than to increase the number of 
visitors to the space.”
 Because downtown Houston does not 
have the density, residency, or popularity of 
Rome, NYC, or Chicago, the idea for the 
placement of an educational facility was ap-
plied as campuses provide good habits and 
daily routines.  This would allow a diverse 
number of students and uses for the desired 
space for longer periods of time, and through

various times of the day (which is essential 
to have a space feel safe).  Although there 
currently exist a number of activities at 

educational facility would have a number 
of buildings that work together in creating 

that will allow the activities and popularity 
surrounding discovery green to expand and 
connect to other parts of Downtown.  In ad-
dition, the facility will provide the need for 
housing, restaurants, cafe’s, bookstores, and 
jobs to follow.  Something happens, because 
something happens, because...

FACTS	  &	  INFORMATION
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 It is often surprising to measure some of 
America’s favorite and most successful public 
spaces - New York’s Rockefeller Center, San 

-

size.  But this doesn’t just occur in spaces in the 
U.S. but in well known places and tourist attrac-
tions around the world: Rome’s Piazza Navona, 

Marcos Venice.  Few of which are not much 
broader than 180 feet across (60 yds), showing 
that you do not necessarily need a very large 
of a space or too tall of buildings to provide an 
attractive and successful space.  It can be ar-
gued rather, that too tall/large of buildings and/
or space can actually be detrimental towards 
the attempts to create a comforting and inviting 
public space.  
 But there is much more of a science to 

on Edward T. Hall and his introduction to the 
-

tance when taking spaces into consideration.  

foundation for a series of ranges that can pro-
vide comfort, convenience, and limitation for 

the maximum range of comfort for the human 

the attempts of providing a pedestrian friendly 
space that could be active, lively, and conve-
nient throughout the day and night. 

Sight, which is the most highly developed of our 
senses, as we can see movement and body lan-
guage of others at a distance of 100 meters (328 
ft), and recognize the person at somewhere be-
tween 50 - 70 meters (164 - 230 ft), which also 
happens to be the distance we can hear shouts for 
help. It becomes even more important when peo-
ple get closer to one another at a distance about 
22 - 25 meters (72 - 82 ft) we can accurately read 
facial expression and dominant emotions (happy, 
sad, angry, etc), as well as exchange verbally 
short messages, although genuine conversation 
is not yet possible until we reach one of about 7 
meters (23 ft).   
 Why is this important?  These distances are 
key in many physical settings where the focus is 
on watching people.  Successful arenas which are 
built for spectator events: concerts, parades, and 
sports, must bring the 100 meter (328 feet) dis-
tance into effect.  In the example of sports, where 
spectators need to keep their eye on the ball and 
movement of the players, the distance from mid-

The same applies in the case of theaters and opera 
houses all over the world.  Where the distance of 
25 - 35 meters (82 ft - 114 ft) is taken into affect. 
115 feet is known to be the maximum distance in 
a theater which audiences can read facial expres-
sions and hear speech/song comfortably.  If seats 
do exceed this distance, they are unsurprisingly 
unused seats.  
 In an urban planning context, these dimen-
sions aid in providing a pedestrian and human 
scale environment that accommodates our natural

VS
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senses.  Spaces that are smaller feel better and 
safer because you can visually see everyone 
and read their emotions.  It’s more comfort-
able and easier to carry on a conversation, 
and if you were in need of help, there would 
be someone to hear you from a near distance.  
Smaller areas allow people to engage the space 
and the people occupying that space better than 
if they were in a larger one.
 The next topic is height, and how the 

simply because of the way the human body 
works.  For example, the head is comfortably 
able to tilt at 50-55 degrees, and that when 
walking, most tend to naturally look down-
ward at a 10 degree angle.  In a walking speed 

edge of the space that pedestrians engage most 
at street level. 
 The key measure of a facades spatial 

ratio of the space in which it encloses (as 
discussed in Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-
Zyberk, and Jeff Specks Suburban Nation, 
pg 78).  A width to-height ration above 6:1 is 
usually agreed to exceed the limits of spatial 

of facade height comfort are great when the 

building.  Thus a 6:1 ratio has a building that 
is 6 times taller distance wise than the width 

on to argue that tall buildings have less suc-
cess in providing activities to the public realm.  
Because only those in the lower stories of a 
building are able to interact with people on the 

-
ies for People, pg 42).  Others like Christopher 
Alexander (author of A PatternLanguage) and 
Lean Krier(Luxem bouger godfather of urban-

ist movement) draw the limits to that of 4 story 
buildings.  Noting “There is abundant evidence 
to show that high buildings make people cra-
zy.” (Christopher Alexander), and Leon Krier, 
point out that four stories is the convenient 
height for someone walking up.  Such heights 
may be thought of as absurd in Houston.  But 
when considering great and livable cities 
around the world, many of them have shorter 
buildings, and less wide streets.  The problem 
that reduces city life around high-rise buildings 

-

city than those who are located on the lower 

an actual visual connection to the life of the 
street and city.  Where their trip to go down 
simply to visit the street is not perceived as an 
inconvenient trip.
 The conclusion is that “erecting tall 
buildings to create very high density and 
poor public space is not a useful recipe for 
lively cities.  Though contractors and politi-
cians often use the argument of infusing life 
into the city for constructing tall dense build-

68).  The typical downtowns in America are 
not faced with volume of development that 
need tall buildings to contain it.  Instead, and 
in majority of the case, the challenge is the 
exact opposite:  A preponderance of vacant 
properties and parking lots that act as “missing 

walking so unpleasant.  Raising, abolishing, 
or ignoring a height limit creates an outcome 
where a single skyscraper lands on an empty 
block that sucks up an entire years worth of 
development activity.  All the while the sur-
rounding blocks stay empty, or are most likely 

it is encouraged to begin using shorter, smaller 

life, providing inviting environment opportuni-
ties in the heart of Houston. 24



“...but in real life only diverse 
surroundings have the practi-
cal power of inducing a natu-

use.
-

riety may look like diversity, 
but only a genuine content of 
economic and social diversity, 
resulting in people with dif-
ferent schedules, has meaning 
to the park and the power to 
confer the boon of life upon 
it.”
     - Jane Jacobs (101)

“An increase in outdoor qual-
ity gives a boost to optional 
activities in particular.  The 
increase in activity level then 
invites a substantial increase 
in social activities.”
   - Jan Gehl (21)

“This means we need to build 
nature into the urban sys-
tem, and into our lives, at all 
scales.”
   - Charles Montgomery (120)

“Get the design right and 
people will walk in almost any 
climate.”
            - Jeff Speck (222)

Las	  Ramblas	  (aerial),	  Barcelona
(redbubble.com)

Las	  Ramblas	  (ground),	  Barcelona
(pher.ch)25
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08 - Plant Trees 
 Las Ramblas, Barcelona Spain, “A 
stroke of genius that establishes the social ori-
entations of the street.  It cannot be ignored, 
nor would anyone want to.  It is hard to con-
ceive that anyone - old, young, man, woman, 
resident, visitor - who knows Barcelona would 
not know of the Ramblas and remember it 
with affection.” (A. Jacobs, 93)
 The Las Ramblas Street is that of a 
linear urban park, a colonnade of trees, a well 
sun lit street, and breath of fresh air.  It was a 
street that largely contrasted its surrounding 

-
-

ings that allowed little sunlight.   
 Lined with various booths, restaurants, 

Ramblas Street provided an excellent refer

ence for a similar, yet extraordinary street 
that could bestow Downtown Houston. 
 The “Las Ramblas” “style” street 

would become a nice path, transfer, and 

to the urban park’s existing and well-liked 
pedestrian walkway (which currently dead 
ends on Crawford).  This connection would 
provide a wide range from a few to large 
crowds of people to navigate with comfort, 
interest, and ease into other areas of Down-
town (via walking, biking, and slowing down 

notes) becomes an authentic identity that 
-

ing people, housing, and businesses through-
out.

 Simply put, the ideal of the “Las Ram-
blas” style street and the development is to 
humanize the road as much as possible.  Such 
methods include: Narrowing and minimizing 

restrictions, denser development, and plenty of 
trees.  Simply put, the design of the street and 
the buildings that line it are to be constructed at 
a scale and pace to conveniently accommodate 

 Thus, this makes the “Las Ramblas” 
style street to Houston’s downtown an inspir-
ing solution.  This type of street would greatly 
differ from the normal, widened, fast-sped, and 
dangerous roadways of Houston and give its 
residents, visitors (young and old) a breath of 
what walkable urban street life truly feels like.

Discovery	  Green,	  Houston
(	  John	  Devlin)

FACTS	  &	  INFORMATION
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key to pedestrian comfort and urban livability.  
The following text will show that trees not 
only offering shade, reducing ambient temper-
atures in hot weather, absorbing rainwater and 
tailpipe emissions, and providing uV protec-

cars, improving the well-being of others, and 
helping businesses thrive.  A consistent cover 
of trees goes beyond miles toward making a 
more walkable city.
 A famous investigation was conducted 
in a suburban Pennsylvania hospital in which 
they tracked the recovery patterns of surgi-
cal patients in a single wing of rooms.  The 
hospital patients had only one differentiating 
constant, those with views of nature and those 
with views of a brick wall.  Those with view 
of nature experienced fewer negative evalu-

narcotics, had a lower likelihood of postsurgi-
cal complications, and were discharged from 
the hospital, on average, a day earlier.  
 These studies align with that of Dr. 
Roger Ulrich at Texas A&M University, who 
found that “in laboratory research, visual ex-
posure to settings with trees has produced sig-

-
utes, as indicated by changes in blood pressure 
and muscle tension.” (Speck, 224)
 Environmental psychologists Frances 
Ming Kuo and William Sullivan studied the 
Ida B. Wells projects, discovering that build-
ings that looked out on trees and grass expe-
rienced about half the violent crime level of 
buildings that looked out on barren courtyards.  
The less green the environment, the higher the 
rate of assault, battery, robbery, and murder.  
Kuo concluded, that not only was nature de-
privation unhealthy, it was dangerous. (Mont-
gomery, 109, 110)

Tree	  with	  Roots
(clipgid.com)
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 An even larger concern than CSO’s 
would be that of the extreme heat in Hous-
ton.  Besides reducing driving and gas emis-
sions from vehicles, proper tree cover can 
largely eliminate “Heat Island Effect”, help-
ing cool down temperatures during the hot 
seasons.  According to the U.S. departure of 
agriculture, the cooling impact of a single 

air conditioners operating 24 hours a day.” 
A properly shaded neighborhood is said to 

treeless one. (Speck, 226)
 Last but not least, If all the above 
information hasn’t caught your attention, 
maybe the fact that street trees have been 

both property values and retail viability, thus 
leading to increased local tax revenue.  Take 
Portland as an example, a study found that 
the presence of healthy street trees likely 

revenues.  Meanwhile, the city paid only 
1.28 million each year for the planting and 
maintenance of these trees, resulting in a 
payoff of nearly twelve to one.  And “12% 
higher income streams accruing to shops on 
tree-lined streets.”  (Burden, 5)
 For this reason, it would be wise for 
Houston (as well as other cities) to pursue 
their own investigations in order to help 
justify the multimillion-dollar investment in 
street trees that they invariably need.

 Trees also reduce the number of car 
crashes, “the greatest individual threat to our 
physical health” (Speck 225).  Researcher Eric 
Dumbaugh compared four years of crash sta-
tistics from two differing sections of Colonial 
Drive, Orlando (comparing one portion of the 
street containing trees with an alternate loca-
tion of the street same street without. Finding 
that the section without trees or other verti-
cal features experienced 12% more midblock 
crashes, 45% more injurious crashes, and a 
number of fatal crashes of six versus zero. 
(Speck, 225, 226) 
 Trees are also unsurpassed in the land-
scape at gobbling up C02.  And when it comes 

precipitation is typically absorbed directly by 
the leaves and doesn’t even touch the ground.  
Once the leaves are saturated, up to 30% more 
of the rain seeps into the soil.  Thus, a mature 
tree is able to absorb about half an inch of 
water from every rainfall.  Where communi-
ties that add a 25% additional tree cover can 
reduce storm water by 10%, possibly enough 
to eliminate most Combined Sewage Over-

the biggest and costliest problems facing many 
cities today.  According to the American So-
ciety of Civil Engineers (ASCE): “Houston is 

its sanitary-sewer-collection system -a wet-
weather problem that has plagued the city for 
years. For a problem this massive, the city 

many multiphased solutions and multiple staff 
members to manage the program.”  Although 
the 1.2 billion dollar plan was taken into effect 
by 1997, its still a wonder how much Houston 
could have saved and could still save by sim-
ply planting more trees.

(Credit:	  Alan	  Jacobs,	  Great	  Streets)
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 Applying trees in Downtown would be 

5-lane one-way street (as are many of the streets 
Downtown) with the popular and active Dis-

pedestrian path is near centered to Crawford 
Street (image above).  As discussed, the solution 
of a “Las Ramblas” style street, will reduce the 

with large middle walkway.  The middle walk-
way would give a direct route to the Discovery 

used by Houstonians and visitors.  Thus allow-

and connect outwards to other various locations 
-

venience for retail, housing, and transit user.  A 

Ramblas” style street are: 
 : are to be two lanes 

(of 16 feet) for vehicles and one lane (of 4 feet) 
for biking.  The lane closest to the sidewalk, be-
ing that for parking, has portions of the sidewalk 
that extend outward, insuring that the lane be 
used for parking and providing better protect to 
pedestrians with shorter street crossings.  
 Large middle walkway: is to be a mini-
mum of 30 feet.  Reason being that this distance 
allows the opportunity for two canopy tents 

across from another with a comfortable ten foot 
walking space in-between (refer to “Street Sec-

availability to host markets and even outdoor 
dining (as achieved at Barcelona’s Las Ramb-
las).  
 Trees: would have to be separated by  
(+/-) 22’-0” which would allow two 10’x10’ 

 Bike lanes: are placed away from the 
sidewalk closest to the center walkway to allow

less interference with vehicle parking. Bike racks, 
as well as nice seating, or booths, or other func-
tions, are to occupy and activate the center.
 Buildings and future development: are to 
incorporate the human scale by providing friendly 
and open street edges (discussed in further detail 
later).
 The “Las Ramblas” style street assists Down-
town in allowing nature into the urban system, 
and into our lives, at all scales.  It is great to have 
large, immersive destination parks.  But we also 
need medium-sized parks and community gardens, 
pocket parks, green strips, potted plants, and liv-
ing green walls.  Having locations of nature within 

once put it: “cities need green in sizes S, M, L, and 
-

plete.” (Montgomery, 120).  It is a crucial part of 
healthy human habitat.  Daily exposure is essential.  
If you don’t see it or touch it, then nature can’t do 

Discovery	  Green’s	  Pedestrian	  path	  
ending	  at	  Crawford	  Streets

Idea	  of	  Las	  Ramblas	  style	  street	  
joining	  to	  Discovery	  Green



87’-0” (+/-)

8’ 5’ 51’ 4’ 19’

87’-0” (+/-)

8’ 5’ 51’ 4’ 19’

87’-0” (+/-)

5’ 4’8’ 8’8’ 8’4’

22
’

12’30’ (MIN)

5’ 4’8’ 8’8’ 8’4’

10’ 10’ 10’

12’30’ (MIN)

87’-0” (+/-)

CRAWFORD	  ST	  (to	  Discovery	  Green)-‐	  EXISTING CRAWFORD	  ST	  -‐	  PROPOSED
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“Cities need old buildings 
so badly it is probably im-
possible for vigorous streets 
and districts to grow without 
them.”
            - Jane Jacobs (187)

“sustainably managed use, 
re-use, preservation, and 
maintenance of architectural 
heritage can have multipartite 
positive impact on revitaliza-
tion and successful develop-
ment”
 - Architecture & Urban 
Planning (Issue 5, 27-37)

“If a city area has only new 
buildings, the enterprises that 
can exist there are automati-
cally limited to those that can 
support the high costs of new 
construction.”
     - Jane Jacobs (187)

“Old ideas can sometimes 
use new buildings. New ideas 
must use old buildings..”
     - Jane Jacobs (188)
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Thus, this proposal is context sensitive, encorporating the unique character of Incarnate Word, enhancing its history by meas of architecture and urban design, provid-
ing a secure preservation of the unique historical building, and allowing new opportunities in todays modern age for years to come.  The historical building will not 
only

03
GOAL

 Less than a few miles from where the 
Allen Brothers landed along the banks of 
Buffalo Bayou to begin their “great city” 

other members of the religious order of the 
Sisters of the Incarnate Word and Blessed 
Sacrament (founded in 1625 in Lyons, 
France) arrived just 37 years later in 1873 at 

months later, opened the doors of Incarnate 
Word Academy in 1874, with the Exhibition 
Hall (auditorium) built in 1899, and to ac-
commodate growth, another 3-story structure 
was added in 1905 (the only part of the older 
buildings that still exists today), Incarnate 
Word Academy has since been the oldest 
Catholic high school in Houston.  
 In addition, this Academy sits next 
to the catholic church (originally called St. 

Catholic congregation.  “Its founders were 
sent from France to restore the area’s faith 
in Catholicism in the aftermath of the Texas 
Revolution.  The church itself was built in 
1869 from plans drawn up in France, and its 
foundation was made from bricks salvaged 
from the old Harris County Courthouse.” 
(Powell, 50).  
 Incarnate Word Academy is one of the 
handful of historical buildings that is still 
standing on the south east side of downtown 
and has been committed to education, Ca-
tholicism, and values for over a century.  Not 
only is the small school going strong, but it 
has been doing so surrounded by buildings 
and parking lots that make this historic gem 
of Houston nearly invisible.

source of Houston’s history, it has also be-
come a part of the city’s culture and com-

plexity. 
 Thus, this proposal is to preserve the 

Word Academy.  In addition, the new con-
struction would be context sensitive, incor-
porating the character of the historical build-
ings and responding to them architecturally.  
The new construction would not only pro-
vide a pedestrian friendly environment, and 
a means of greatly enhancing the connection 

but secure an irreplaceable part of Houston 
history.  

FACTS	  &	  INFORMATION
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Smalle	  units,	  many	  doors
(15-‐20	  doors	  per	  100	  m/328	  feet)

No	  blind	  and	  few	  passive	  units
Lots	  of	  character	  in	  facade	  relief

Good	  details	  and	  materials

Few	  blind	  and	  passive	  units
Facade	  relief
Many	  details

Large	  and	  small	  units	  (6-‐10	  doors	  per	  100	  m/328	  feet)

Some	  blind	  and	  passive	  units
Modest	  facade	  relief

Few	  Details

Large	  units,	  few	  or	  no	  doors	  (0-‐2	  doors	  per	  100m/328	  feet)

Blind	  or	  passive	  units
Uniform	  facades,	  no	  details,	  nothing	  to	  look	  at

Large	  units,	  few	  doors	  (2-‐5	  doors	  per	  100	  m/328	  feet)

Few	  or	  no	  details

 Older buildings provide more than just historical context of a 

-
tural heritage and its preservation relevant to the revitalization of an 
urban environment.  Historical buildings:

3.) Create a role in tourism

environment

 Previous research has demonstrated that such methods as: 
retention of visual integrity, preservation of the urban fabric, im-

strengthening of social cohesion and the sense of centrality, devel-
oping social networks, and introducing sustainable innovations are 

-
tion. (Vileniske, 36-7)
 Historical buildings in urban cores and suburbs become 

been demolished and cleared for newer buildings and uses, majority 
of which being parking. The lack of areas and streets with more ac-

-
tiple functions continue to force the majority of civilians to rely in 

of moving mass numbers of people in, out, or around the city.  
 The next time you happen to walk (or drive downtown), use 

yourself how much of the city is in which category.  Older, smaller 

stores, chain restaurants and banks go into new construction. But 
neighborhood bars, foreign restaurants and pawn shops go into 
older buildings. . . . Well-subsidized opera and art museums often 
go into new buildings. But the unformalized feeders of the arts–stu-
dios, galleries, stores for musical instruments and art supplies, back-
rooms where the low earning power of a seat and a table can absorb 
uneconomic discussions–these go into old buildings. Perhaps more 

and public life of streets and neighborhoods, and appreciated for 

old buildings, but are inexorably slain by the high overhead of new 
construction.” (J. Jacobs, 188)

 

Jan	  Gehl’s	  
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V
“Intracacy that counts is 
mainly intricacy at eye level, 
change in the rise of ground, 
groupings of trees, openings 
leading to various focal points 
- in short, subtle expressions 
of difference”
     - Jane Jacobs (104)

“No single topic has greater 
impact on the life and attrac-
tiveness of city space than ac-
tive, open, and lively edges.”
     - Jan Gehl (88)

“In architecture as in litera-
ture and drama, it is the rich-
ness of human variation that 
gives vitality and color to the 
human setting.”

“Once the city space and con-
nections are set, buildings can 
be positioned to ensure the 
best possible coexistence be-
tween life, spaces and build-
ings... Inherent in the order: 
life, space, buildings are op-
portunities for formulating re-
quirements for new buildings 
early in the process to enssure 
that their function and design 
support and enrich city space 
and city life.”
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10 - Pick Your Winners
 To accomplish such goals as: converting 

large numbers of residents and retail, adhering 
the habit of walking rather than driving... many 
of these steps (rather than only a few) are es-
sential.  But even one of the wealthiest of cities 
cannot apply these steps everywhere.  “Concen-
tration, not dispersion, is the elixir of urbanity”. 
A neighborhood can be eminently walkable and 
still contain many unwalkable streets. “It only 
takes a few blocks to create a reputation... all 
that matters is that the good streets connect into a 
continuous network.” (Jeff Speck, 259)
 This project is not only concerning nice 
spaces and buildings, but greatly involves the 
changing of mindset of many individuals who 
are not accommodated to Downtown living.  
In time one can realize that a more walkable 
friendly downtown becomes more convenient, 
healthy, and desirable than urban sprawl. Down-
town business are struggling because there are 
not enough residents, there is a lack of residents 
because of the lack of an inviting environment

(inactive buildings, massive amounts of park-
ing lots/garages, and little housing and walkable 
streets with attractive anchors)

experience Downtown in a new light.  Bringing 
with it 1.2 million visitors to its 600+ free an-

-

its midst (discoverygreen.com).
  Right now is a prime opportunity to 
make downtown more attractive, convenient, 

of various individuals, communities, and busi-

instances have surrounded Houston recently, 
such examples include: the coming election of 
a new Mayor (who may inspire to make new 
changes to the city), a Superbowl being hosted 
at our city (bringing in revenue and incentive 
to make bold decisions), and on a different 
note, the persecution of religious liberty (which 
makes the entirety of this project as a bold 

statement, marking a time period of scrutiny 
towards freedom of religion in the churches of 
Christian faith).  If the opportunity is missed, it 
could be years, or even generations, of contin-
ued sprawl, lack of a city center, increase in traf-

of resources, increase in pollution, deterioration 
of individual health (mentally, physically, and 

-
est in making the city of Houston a better city 
for all who reside here. 
 The following design approach is the 
interpretation and combination of Jeff Specks 

to the Human Scale, Jane Jacobs principles, 
understanding of New Urbanism, and dedica-
tion of a local born and raised Houstonian and 
their efforts to make the city a desirable place to 
experience on a daily basis.  It hasn’t been easy, 
I doubt it will be easy, but it can be done, it has 
been done, and hopefully this text will inspire 
readers to make such possibilities occur for 
Houston at this very moment.

APPLICATION	  &	  CONCLUSION
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INSPIRED	  DESIGN	  -‐	  THE	  CRUCIFIXION

-
doglio and Lincoln Center, three buildings 

edged space with a recessed ground plaza.  
The middle building would act as a focal 
point for the plaza, and contain the primary 
functions of the university.  The number three 
showed up from time to time concerning the 
project.  With three surrounding stadiums, 
three members of the Sisters of the Incarnate 
Word (who brought the academy to Houston), 

divide the modular man, the trio of mind-
body-spirit, and then most importantly the 
Holy Trinity.
 As a result, the three buildings were 

Christ being the center and primary building 
(containing the library, large auditorium, of-

-
ings containing a number of various class-
rooms.  Both side buildings are with a single 

-
preted as the “back” of the its of its host.  One 
building turned towards Christ, and the other 
turned away.  The arms of Christ are repre-
sented as upper glass walkways that feed into 
the classrooms of the side buildings.  These 
walkways, in turn, allow people in the plaza 

to class, and vice versa the students to view 
those inhabiting the plaza.  Providing eyes on 
the plaza and a sense of comfort and activity.
 The design is not a means of good and 
bad, but that of choice.  Therefore it is not a 
space that is to be restricted to anyone, but in-
viting to all.  It is a space with the university 
enclosing half of the plaza, while the other 
half consists of restaurants, cafes, retail, and 
plenty of outdoor seating.

THICK	  WALL	  
CONDITION

THICK	  WALL	  
CONDITION
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Shown to the right are early concept sketches of how Lady 

that of the plaza.  The gaze was only resembled by means of 
-

-
emy.  The body of water not only provides additional activity 
opportunities and comfort (such as that in Piazza Navona, 

also meant to tie in with Houston and its nickname of the 
Bayou City.  

as a still pond or an interactive fountain.  Providing both a 

restaurants, and retail stores are to surround the plaza with a 
series of primary and secondary seating opportunities (with 
tables tops that provide a friendly game of chess, checkers, or 
scrabble built into them).  The plaza itself is to provide a bit 
of an “oasis” in the midst of a hectic city.  An “oasis” where 
people can relax, linger, and engage the surrounding activities 
in their community.  The plaza, combined with a proper land-
scape of various seasonal plants/trees, lighting, classes (dance, 
exercise, martial arts, etc), lectures, plays, theatrical shows, 
a skating rink (during the winter), and special occasions via 



VIRGIN	  MARY	  -‐	  REFLECTIVE	  POOL	  /	  PLAZA

“Probably the most important element in intricacy is cen-

           - Jane Jacobs (104-105)
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One of the greatest challenges of 
this proposed project was to in 
some way represent in the prima-
ry building Christ architecturally.  
The Crown of Thorns was the im-
age and representation that would 

providing enough transparency, 
shade, and most of all character 
into the project and preservation 
of Incarnate Word Academy.  
 The result was a series of 
structural “Wallums” (walls that 
want to be columns, as Caro-
lina Doyer, a professor at the 
WAAC, described them), which 
would provide shading to the 
large community stairway room 
that overlooks the plaza.   These 
thirteen vertical structures, each 
column representing Christ and 
his twelve disciples, would be 
of engineered wood and vary in 
heights according to the head

heights in Juan De Juanes paint-
ing, The Last Supper, done in 
1560 (Leonardo DeVinci’s paint-
ing of the Last Supper was not 
used due to the various inter-
pretations and negative hidden 
meanings).  Between these main 
structures would be a form of 
elongated glass with a series of 
exterior vertical wooden shading 
system.  The numerous vertical-
ity of the wooden structures are 
not only aesthetic, but also very 
functional as the facade faces 
directly west.  Thus the vertical 
series of structures and shading 

the indoor seating space, allow a 
clear view towards the plaza, and 
create a series of dynamic shad-
ows throughout the day.  Thus 
giving those who occupy the 
space a play of light and sense of 
connection with the plaza.

CHRIST	  -‐	  CROWN	  OF	  THORNS
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STAIRWAYS	  -‐	  PERSEPECTIVES	  &	  SEATING

    In addition, the entrance to an audi-
torium seating 365, is situated behind the grand 
community stairway seating.  A Library located 

-
munity seating space.  The Library and Audito-
rium are to provide different functions to activate 
the community learning space, which in turn 
activates the plaza.  Thus the plaza and grand 
stairway are to act as a form of reception, open to 
the students, faculty, and public.  Providing on a 

food/drinks, a number of classes, a library, and 
special events at the auditorium. 
 In conclusion, the placement of various 

seating, and stairways allow the university to be 
inviting for a multitude of activities outside of 
the typical classrooms.  With multiple entryways 
to ensure that the enclosed space does not feel 
secluded from the general public.

The thick wall conditions, in addition to Lady 
-

stairways to transition from the street level to the 

-

(pilasters) of Incarnate Word Academy.  These 
medians are to also act as secondary seating, wide 
enough for someone to lay comfortably on.
 The center and primary “Christ Building” 
allows the perspective stairways along its sides to 
connect into a continuous circular grand stairway.  

to act as a community seating space.  This space 
can be mixed-use for: classes, public gatherings, 
casual group meetings, or individual lingering.  

the “Crown of Thorns” facade.
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SITE	  FINAL	  RESULT
SUMMARY
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01	  -‐	  CREATE	  PEDESTRIAN	  FRIENDLY	  ENVIRONMENT
02	  -‐	  ANCHOR	  TO	  EXISTING	  PARK
03	  -‐	  INCORPORATE	  HISTORICAL	  BUILDING

OFFICE	  /	  OTHER

RESIDENCE	  /	  HOTEL

RETAIL	  ON	  GROUND	  FLOOR

EDUCATION	  /	  MIX-‐USE
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