
22 9 

J o e l W a r r e n B a r n a 

For most Houston neighborhoods, there 
are no second acts. High-priced neigh-

borhoods can remain stable for genera-
tions. But lowcr-middle-class and 
working-class neighborhoods — the bulk 
of the city's fabric — seem to converge 
eventually on the same trajectory, which 
runs from happy homeowners to rental 
property ro boarded-up windows and 
vacant lots. The nexr generation of 
I louston buyers v. mts ro live farther out, 
where the houses are bigger and more 
traditional looking, the traffic is less con-
gested, mid the streets are less cratered. 
Someplace with a wall around it. 

Kingwood and First Colony are the cur-
rent beneficiaries of this dynamic, |ust as 
Woodland Heights and Montrose were Si) 
years ago, but one day these enclaves will 

Glendower 
Court and 
Melanie Court 
How Many 
Houses Does 
It Take to 
Make a New 
Neighborhood? 

Westheimer and Avalon, together only 
four blocks long and three deep, were 
developed in the 1920s for the city's 
burgeoning new class of office workers 
with cars. Today they manifest the 
qualities that make a neighborhood 
revivable, as well as some of the 
frictions ami losses that come with neigh-
borhood transformation. 

I remember the area from the 1960s, 
when my then best friend was dating a 
girl who lived on Persa Street in Melanie 

[ Court . Thirty years ago, Melanie Court 
was an aging neighborhood where house-
holders or their grown children lived in 

The way we were: a remnant of Glendower Court's more modest days. 

bungalows or small, ranch-style tract 
houses or, farther west in Glendower 

Court , in red-brick two-story Georgian-
style houses. The local landmarks were 
the residential!)' scaled, low-roofed, red-
brick First Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church, on Avalon, and, ar the area's 
eastern edge, a big Battelstcin's specialty 
store with abundant parking, I recall 
noticing that Melanie Court , washed 
night and day by the traffic noise from 
Shepherd Drive, had become carport 
land. The neighborhood's vintage back-
yard garage sheds — too small to house 
the two or three cars that most families 
had by then — were used for storage or 
were simply hilling down. Aluminum-
roofed carports, level with or projecting 
beyond the house facades, were every-
where. T o me, this seemed both natural 
and surprising. I was from the Fast Side 
near the Ship Channel, and I recognized 
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Areo map of Glendower Court and Melanie Court. 

the carports as a sign that this was a 
working-class neighborhood. The sur-
prise, I suppose, was finding a working-
class neighborhood ro the west of 

slide into the characteristic Houstonian 
residential fabric, as found around Stella 
I ink. South Main, Old Spanish Trait, 

where a second or third generation of 
middle-class buyers has stabilized or 
even "upscalcd" a section of the city. 

From 1947 to 1992, it would have been possible to 
buy a lot at the edge of River Oaks and build 

right out to the lot line, using any materials, in 
any color, and in almost any form. 

Montrose and Klla boulevards, or the Gulf such as West University Place and parts 
I in'.i.i1, east of downtown. of hcllaire. 

Just as there are exceptions ar the top of 
the real estate market Itivei < I iks, 
Shadyside, and the Memorial villages, for 
example — there are a few neighborhoods 

Add Glendower Court and Melanie 
Court to the list of places getting a sec-
ond act. These tiny neighborhoods west 
of South Shepherd Drive between The Glendower Court neighborhood, Weslgote at Devonshire. 
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Frank Welch & Associates, architect, 2225 Devonshire Lane, 1982. 

d o w n t o w n . In retrospect, I can see the 
threat to the ne ighborhood 's longevity 
w r i t t en in this change. The carpor ts were 
crush ing the c iv i l s i d c w a l k - l a w n -
r lowcr l - icd- l ror i t -poR. i i c o n t i n u u m o f 
middle-class p lace-mak ing st i l l t o he seen 
in parches on ad jo in i ng streets. A neigh-
bo rhood born ot the car was d y i n g 
by the car. 

T o d a y , G lendower and Me lan ic cour ts 
are very d i f ferent places. Cumber l an d 
Presbyter ian remains, l ook ing t i ny , bur 
Battelstein's is gone. It became a Hrost 
Brothers , wh ich s tood empty for years 
before being cleared away and replaced 
by the Rem ing ton , an enormous br ick 
and stucco apar tment complex that f i l ls 

s 1 1 
222S Devonshire Lone, first-Moor plan. 

not on ly the battc lstein 's bu i l d ing toot-
pr in t but also the store's one t ime pa rk i ng 
lots as we l l . The ne ighborhoods them-
selves, a l though st i l l recognizable, are 
chang ing sw i f t l y . M a n y o t the houses 

nai l guns f r o m a do /en bu i l d ing projects 
made it a lmost impossible to t h i nk 
st ra ight . G lendower Cour t and Melauie 
Cou r t are a m o n g the hottest neighbor-
hoods in H o u s t o n , t u r n i n g in to new 
places in the space o f a few months . 

I he p ivota l event sett ing the stage for the 
current upheaval was the e x p i r a t i o n , in 
1947, o f the ne ighborhood ' s o r ig ina l 
deed restr ict ions. Th is meant that 
requirements gove rn ing a bu i ld ing 's m i n i -
m u m setback f rom the street, w h i c h had 
done so much to give the area its pa r t i cu -
lar character , were no longer in force. 
M o d i f i e d deed restr ic t ions for the area 
were re inst i tu ted in 1992, bu t in the 
in terven ing years it w o u l d have been 
possible to buy a lot at the edge ot River 
Oaks and bu i ld r igh t ou t to the lot l ine, 
using any mater ia ls , in any co lo r , and in 
almost any f o r m . It w o u l d also have been 
possible to pu t up a business — any th ing 
f r o m a lawyer 's of f ice t o a lead smelter — 
anywhere in the ne ighbo rhood . Luck i l y 
tor the residents, rl i is d idn ' t happen. 

extent a l lowab le under the c i ty 's bu i l d i ng 
code. We lch ' s house, comple ted in 1982, 
b roke w i t h the ne ighborhood 's t r ad i t i on -
al f o rms to create w h a t was a new k ind 
o f object fo r th is loca t ion : b i g , f lat-
r oo fed , elegantly s ta rk , p roc l a im ing a 
new code o f u rban i t y . 

L ike any modern is t archi tect deal ing w i t h 
,i site facing in to the hot a f te rnoon sun, 
Welch designed the house w i t h a ta l l 
shel ter ing w a l l , ot St. Joe b r i ck , tu rned to 
the street. A house f r o m an earl ier gener-
a t ion w o u l d have had an open ing as its 
centra l ceremonia l feature — a f r on t doo r 
bracketed by co lumns and symmetr ica l 
w i n d o w s . Here , however , We lch spun the 
openings o u t w a r d f r o m the center. H i e 
ma in entry is tucked in to a single-height 
pav i l ion at the corner o f the stepped bay 
on the nor thern side, where the lot is 
nar rowest , wh i l e the southern end is 
domina ted by a three-car garage set in to 
,i two-s to ry br ick w a l l , made even more 
p rom inen t in the strcetscape by a gray-
painted second-f loor balcony placed w i t h 
taut a s v m m c t n .11 the house's southwest 
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Kenneth Benfsen & Associates, architect, 2224 Salisbury Lone, 1988, courtyard. Below: site plan. 

visible a decade ago are gone. A few have 
given way to a hand fu l o f remarkab le 
archi tect-designed houses. M o s t , however , 
have been replaced by new houses d r a w n 
f rom the pat tern books ot suburban house 
bui lders, but much bigger and much more 
elaborate in p lan , e levat ion, and decora-
t i o n . Chances are tha t the few or ig ina l 
houses that remain w o n ' t be there for 
long. O n a recent wa l k t h rough the area, 
the noise ot electric saws and pneumat ic 

Dining area, 2224 Salisbury Lane. 

N o r d id cl ients for new houses come to 
the area un t i l the late 1970s, w h en the 
first of a scries o l sin.i l l c o n d o m i n i u m 
projects was bu i l t , d o u b l i n g the density 
per lor. T h e n a H o u s t o n ar t col lector 
bought a corner lot at 1115 Devonshire 
(actual ly fac ing west a long Westgate), 
tore d o w n the o ld cot tage, and hired 
architect Frank IX Welch (then o f 
M i d l a n d , m m ot Dal las l to design .i 
house that f i l led the lot to the m a x i m u m 

corner . T h e house's massing gives way 
between the garage bay and the entry bay 
— the convent iona l centra l open ing ot 
the house is there, but it is inaccessible. 
Instead, a stepped, one-story wa l l shelters 
a garden w i t h a p o o l , f ron ted by twiggy 
trees and l o w shrubs c l ipped in to stra ight 
borders and l i t t le putts reminiscent o f 
s tool seats. A wood- la t t i ce pergola shel-
ters the garden and shades a pair of enor-
mous w i n d o w s , set to either side ot a tal l 
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Curtis & Windham Ar<hi!ecH, 2210 Westgote Drive, 1994. 

br ick ch imney, rh.it match w i n d o w s on 
the east side o f the house and prov ide a 
v iew t h r o u g h to the sky beyond , f r a m i ng 
a gl impse o f the gable end o f the house 
next doo r . 

The house's in te r io r spaces, f in ished w i t h 
s imply detai led wal ls o f br ick and gyp-
sum board and f loors o f marb le and car-
pet, arc set in a plan that matches the 
si i l id -vo id pla> nt the ex te r i o i . I he en t r j 
• ipt ns ti> ;i long I shaped galler) 
wrapped a round an o f f i cc -bedroorn -
b a t h r o o m suite. T h e gal lery leads to a 
two-s to ry - ta l l l i v i ng r o o m whose h igh 
east-west w i n d o w s and trench doors 
open o n t o the pool garden; a w i n d o w 
wa l l opens o n t o a smal l garden cour t on 
the east side. The l i v ing r o o m leads to a 
one-story d in ing r o o m , w h i c h leads in 
tu rn to the house's most d ramat i c space, 
the double-height breakfast r o o m w i t h its 
enormous corner f i replace, . id i .ucnt to 
the open-p lan k i tchen. Upsta i rs are bed-
rooms and a l i b ra ry . 

Welch 's project announced the beginn ing 
o f a change that w o u l d make G lendower 
Cou r t in to .in eastward extension of wha t 
books tore owner Kar l K i l ian long ago 
def ined .is "shal low River O a k s " — the 
ne ighborhood of Dickey Place (list to the 
west, east o f K i r by — where those unable 
to buy lots in River Oaks proper sett led. 
The number o f weal thy Hous ton ians 
w i t h ties to d o w n t o w n , the Gal ie r ia , and 
ihe M I J K . I I I i nu i had g r o w n , pu t t ing 
pressure on the area. G lendower Cour t 
and Me lan ie C o u r t were the closest 
"unde rdeve loped" ne ighborhoods to this 

zone. A t the same t ime , Welch's project 
improved considerably on the ha rd -
edged, over ly monumen ta l " i n w a r d l y 
focused dwe l l i ng wal led o f f f r om its sur-
r o u n d i n g s " that Stephen Fox ident i f ied 
as " the preferred River Oaks house 
type o f the ' 7 0 s " in the 1990 Houston 
Architectural Guide. Welch's design h in t -
ed that G lendower Cour t cou ld be trans-
fo rmed in to an area hospitable to the 
high-sty le, low-key modern ism found on 
T ie l Way and other streets to the n o r t h , 
at the eastern edge o f River Oaks . 

Bur f i rst , al l hel l b roke loose. Welch 's 
project was bu i l t in 1982, at the peak o f 
the 15-year- long Hous ton real estate 
b o o m , r ight abou t the t ime that a young 
developer named |. R. McConne l l was 
t r a n s f o r m i ng himsel f f r om M o n t r o s e 
handyman to ma jor real estate t y coon . 
M c C o n n e l l , d r a w n to the neighborhood! 
by the same forces that had attracted 
Welch 's c l ient , began buy ing lots. A long-
t ime resident says that M c C o n n e l l bought 
up nearly a t h i r d o f the ne ighborhood 
over the course o f a year, and that people 
in the ne ighbo rhood were constant ly 
being harassed by McConne l l ' s agents to 
sell . M c C o n n e l l promised ne ighborhood 
residents that his development w o u l d I K 
a fu l f i l lment of the Ang loph i le tone 
promised by the area's street names 
(Devonshi re , Sal isbury). He w o u l d bu i ld 
a l i t t le v i l lage, w i t h b r i ck - l ined streets 
and gas coach lamps. T o show h o w seri-
ous he was, he pu t up a sign on Salisbury-
Lane, next doo r to Welch 's pro ject , 
announc ing the imminen t cons t ruc t ion o f 
townhouses designed for the site by 

m i n i u m project in the 2 1 0 0 block o f 
K ings ton , designed by M a k o v e r l e v y 
Arch i tec ts , w i t h grandiose engaged 
co lumns f r am ing a facade hideously 
deta i led in stucco to resemble Florent ine 
s tonework a n d r is ing f r o m t w i n garages 
t o a very mundane com pos i t ion shingle 
roof . 

W i t h M c C o n n e l l ' s ex i t , the pace o f 
change s lowed in G lendower C o u r t . The 
next event o f note t ook place w h e n arch i -
tect Kenneth E. Bentsen bought the lot 

- tha t was to have been the M ichae l Graves 
showcase. In 19SS, Bentsen buil t \ mod 

| ern house f inished in gray stucco for h i m -
self and his fami ly . The house responds 

I t o the massing and co l o ra t i o n o f its 
* Frank Welch ne ighbor , w i t h a s imi la r 

centra l poo l cour t (a l though i t has a door 

Living room (above) and first-floor plan (below), 2210 Weslgate Drive. 

n ] 

Michael Graves. I lowever , when t in 
H ous to n real estate market wen t bust. 
M i ( n i l went b.inki up! he wou ld 
later c o m m i t suicide whi le awa i t i ng t r ia l 
on charges s temming f rom n hat was then 
the largest bank - f raud t r ia l in U.S. h isto-
ry) . Instead of a l i t t le M a y f a i r , he left 
beh ind a co l lec t ion o f apar tment b u i l d -
ings and c o n d o m i n i u m s that the neigh-
bors decry as ugly and poor ly bu i l t . 
A m o n g these is a real l andmark : a condo-

to the Street) and wa l led side gardens. 
The rooms of the Bentsen house are more 
domest ica l ly scaled and more in t imate! ) 
p ropo r t i one d than those o f the Welch 
house, w i t h mu l t i co lo red stone and t i le 
f loors and s imply deta i led w a l k that f o rm 
a backd rop to the Bentsens* co l lec t ion o f 
ant ique fu rn i tu re and ar t . The grandest 
space is the d in ing r o o m , glazed on the 
west side to face the poo l cour t . I t con -
tains a monumen ta l staircase that stretch-
es in a single, low-s loped l ine across the 
w i d t h o f the room's eastern wa l l . Bentsen 
says he was d r a w n to G lendower C o u r t 
by its p r o x i m i t y to River Oaks and 
d o w n t o w n and by its lack of deed restric-
t ions, vi Inch meant he cou ld bui ld a zero-
lo t - l ine house and thus make the house 
larger than he cou ld on a s imi lar lot else-
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Adjacent to 2210 West gate Drive, house designed hy Carlos Jimenei Architectural Design Studio, 
2304 Westgote Drive, 1994. 

where. Bentsen d rew his r o o m w id ths t o 

the m; iv i inL IHI bu i ldahle l imi ts o f the site, 

about 24 feet f r om the cu rb . " F r o m 

there, I just t h rew it up i n to e levat ion, 

and i t w o r k e d , " he says. 

The pace o f change f r o m G lendower 

Cour t ' s past t o its fu ture is accelerat ing: 

Beiitsen's In mse < m W estgate has recently 

been jo ined by t w o o ther i nward - fac ing 

modern houses. 

The f irst o f these, at 2210 Westgate 

Dr ive , is by Cur t is & W i n d h a m 

Arch i tects , y o u n g architects best k n o w n 

fo r w o r k i n g in an academical ly correct 

classical i d i o m . But for this bu i l d i ng , 

accord ing to Russell W i n d h a m , the cl ient 

wanted no th ing even ind i rect ly classical 

in the design — no co l um ns , no pedi-

ments, no cornices, no symmet r y , not 

even any golden-sect ion w i n d o w p ropor -

t ions. W h a t the cl ient got is a severe rect-

angular compos i t i on in St. Joe br ick and 

glass. Nevertheless it exudes a sense o f 

decorum and ref inement f r o m each 

revealed junc t ion o f w a l l and f loor and 

every precisely placed rain gut ter . O n a 

S!0-hy-1 00- foot lor, the house presents its 

na r row elevat ion to the street: a s imple 

entry and a smal l garden, a long w i t h a 

garage doo r su rmoun ted hy a br ick wal l 

w i t h .i corner u i ndow. I In house is 

pul led to the nor thern edge o f its site, 

max im i z i ng the space avai lable for a side 

cour t on the sou th , o n t o w h i c h the 

house's g round - f l oo r l i v ing r o o m and 

d in ing r o o m open. A vestibule and a 

") i • • 

-

23M 2210 
Westgule 

Site plan. 

small l ib rary l o rn i a pro ject ion shel ter ing 

the cour t f r o m the street. 

The Cur t is & W i n d h a m house shares a 

w a l l , at the edge of the garden cou r t , 

w i t h the house to the sou th , at 2.?04 

Westgate. Designed by Carlos Jimenez, 
this bu i l d ing expands both the mater ia ls 

palette and the boundar ies o f the m o d -

ernist i conography used in the We l ch , 

Bentsen, and Cur t i s & W i n d h a m houses, 

wh i le car ry ing their shared m in ima l i s m a 

step fu r ther . The [.-shaped house, w i t h 

curved metal roots and wal ls o f rose-

co lored concrete masonry un i ts , consists 

of ,i o l le-stor \ v\ m>.: paral l i I to l lu street 

and a two -s to ry w i n g paral le l t o the 

south p roper ty l ine. Together w i t h wa l ls 

on the no r th and west p roper ty l ines, 

these wings enclose a large, nearly square 

cou r t ya r d w i t h a s w i m m i n g poo l . A stuc-

co w a l l , just over eye he ight , separates 

Dining room, 2304 Westgate Drive. 

the single-story w i n g f rom Westgate 

Dr i ve . It encloses the ent ry vest ibule, 

w h i c h shares a long , ha l f -vau l ted cei l ing 

w i t h the l i v ing r o o m . A t the j unc t i on o f 

the w ings , a garage faces the street. 

I ined up behind it are a d i n i ng r o o m , a 

k i t chen , and a l i b ra ry . Bedrooms and a 

study are upstairs. 

The house's t ight ly con t ro l led plan and 

the free shifts in section that open rooms 

to chang ing l ight are themes in Jimenez's 

w o r k . Here they are jo ined hy in t r i gu ing 

derai ls, such as a ch imney that looks l ike 

one o f those op t i ca l - i l l us ion d raw ings 

ih, i i is a single cyl inder at one i IU ! and a 

doub le cy l inder at the other . O n l y later is 

one reminded o f the w a y Frank W e l c h , 

w o r k i n g hal f a b lock away , used a dra-

mat ica l ly p ropo r t i one d ch imney to help 

relieve the visual impact of an i n w a r d -

facing house. 

In fact, the fou r modern houses on 

Westgate are fu l l o f visual harmonies and 

correspondences — enough that they 

f o r m a new k i n d o f u rban ensemble for 

H o u s t o n , ev inc ing a pat tern o f zero- lo t -

l ine neighbor l iness. O f course, as bu i l d -

ings in var iants o f the modern style and 

as upscale in t ruders in a less-expensive 

ne ighborhood of vernacular bu i ld ings , 

these houses all imp l i c i t l y cr i t ic ize, i f no t 

actual ly reject, their con tex t . They have 

reshaped the street f rontage at the same 

t ime that they have asserted a h igher , 

more demand ing aesthetic sense by 

s t r ipp ing away unnecessary ornaments 

a n d fo rmal i t ies . 

Nevertheless, the echoes a m o n g the hous-

es, in their h igh-sty le, modern is t w a y , 

recall the faded urban convent ions o f the 

ne ighborhood 's abor ig ina l Georg ian 

houses. Their high wal ls , recal l ing urban 

sources in Europe and M e x i c o , con ta in 

the pr ivate realm of each house, intensify-

ing its pr ivacy. In a d d i t i o n , the wa l ls 

seem to intensify the re la t ionship of each 

house to the natura l w o r l d . Instead o f the 

lawns and plant ings that f o r m di f fuse 

zones a roun d the typ ica l suburban house, 

these houses, inside the i r wa l l s , have 

gardens that are actual ly par t o f the 

house. Kaeh house also has a less success-

fu l appendage in its n a r r o w vestigial gar-

den s t r ip ( in the case of the Jimenez 

house, there is actual ly a s t r ip o f dark 

green concrete that some of the neighbors 

see as a gra tu i tous and un funny joke) 

fac ing the street. 

I f the natura l w o r l d is embraced by these 

houses, however , the social w o r l d is 

exc luded. Whereas the o lder houses o f 

G lendowe r C o u r t were set in an env i ron -

ment that we lcomed pedestrians w i t h 

layers of f o rma l devices, the houses on 

Westgate Dr i ve present on ly the i r wal ls 

and their garages. T u r n i n g the garages 

in to r ight ly const ra ined street-side open-

ings, and bu i l d ing them in to pod iums fo r 

a bed room w i n g , the strategy in each o f 

the four houses, w o u l d seem t o be an 

el tect ive way o f t am ing the car and sav-

ing the house and ne ighborhood f rom tin-

ravages visi ted on it du r i ng the 1960s. 

But i t means that m u c h o f each house 

reads, t o the passing pedestr ian and dr iv -

er, as a great b ig garage. The houses o n 

Westgate Dr i ve are t a l k i n g to each o ther , 

but it is a closed conversat ion . One is 

reminded o f the plazas rhar architects and 

developers added to their of f ice bu i ld ings 

in the 1960s and 1970s, ostensibly as 

gather ing places that w o u l d foster u rban 

l i fe . The plazas looked good on paper, 

bu t experience showed them to be places 

that few people wan ted t o w a l k t h r o u g h , 

much less spend t ime in . Here , w h a t has 

been gained iu exp lo r i ng new possibi l i t ies 

for u rban hous ing fo rms means the loss 

o f a good deal o f u rban i t y . 

A d i f ferent vocabulary and a d i f ferent 

approach to the street are employed in a 

f i f t h remarkab le archi tect-designed house 
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in the area: the house cal led HI Jara l , at 
2 1 0 6 Persa, t w o blocks east o f Westgate 
Dr i ve . Its designers, Ta f r Arch i tects , have 
adapted a vernacular South Texas ranch 
house, wh i ch the cl ients chose exp l ic i t l y 
as a m o d e l , to a new suburban contex t . 
The cl ients also wan ted the house to be 
except iona l ly connected t o the ou tdoors 
and to be maintenance free, The t w o -
story house, s t retch ing nor th -sou th 

local con tex t . Ta l l and three lots long , l ike 
.i couple o f barns on a r idgc top in J im 
H o g g C o u n t y , the Ta f t house is a long 
way f rom the unof f ic ia l ly agreed on codes 
of c iv i l i ry and ceremony once enshrined in 
the houses o f Mc lan ie C o u r t and 
G lendowc r C o u r t . For tha t mat ter , w i t h 
its hard-ch ic concrete-b lock wal ls (the 
mor ta r was dug ou t between each block 
to emphasize the shadow lines), its bal -

£ 

Tall Architects, El Jaral, 2106 Persa Street, 1994. 

across three 50 -by -100 - foo t lo ts , is pu l led 
back to the western edge o f the site and 
separated f rom the street by cou r t ya rds , a 
fence, and a wide s t r ip of garden planted 
in nat ive South Texas f l owers , shrubs, 
and trees. K i t chen , l i v ing r o o m , and 
l ib rary are on the f irst f l oo r , wh i le bed-
rooms are upstairs. The cour tyards are 
bisected by a one-s tory , stucco clad vo l -
ume w i t h a barre l -vaul ted metal r o o f -
the l i v ing r o o m . T o the sol irh o f the l iv-
ing r o o m is a cou r t ya rd w i t h a s w i m m i n g 
p o o l , wh i l e to the nor th is a larger auto-
mobi le cour t . A l l the rooms in the house 
are a single vo lume deep for cross-vent i -
la t ion , ,t t h rowback to the days before 
centra l air cond i t i on ing became standard 
in H o u s t o n houses. The c l ients ' co l lec t ion 
of (o ik art and f ine ar t , most o f it w i t h a 
connect ion to South Texas or M e x i c o , 
enlivens the in ter iors , he lp ing punctuate 
the house's f l o w i n g spaces i n t o def ined 
func t iona l /ones. 

l iven more than the i n w a r d - t u r n i n g 
architect-designed houses on Westgate. 
1 I l-iral is an object bu i l d i ng , a one-of -a-
k i n d , that makes a radica l shi f t in the 
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El Jaral, 2106 Persa Street, living roam. 

houses set hack, a l l at the same depth 
f r o m the street, behind tin fenced lawns 
and shrubs, w i t h neat f r on t doors and 
demure ly f ramed p ic ture w i n d o w s . 
Dec id ing w h i c h t r a d i t i o n , out o f many 
possibi l i t ies, is the one to guide con tem-
porary bu i l d i ng is a comp lex , cu l tu ra l l y 
determined mat ter . In fact, the vernacular 
s, .ii-11 I e\as ranch houst , w irh its 
response to c l imate and its connect ions to 

El Jaral, loggia. Projected drawing. 

cony rai l ings made of indust r ia l pipes and 
fenc ing, a n d its sharp metal brackets, the 
house is a long way f r o m the "p re fe r red 
River Oaks house t y p e " o f recent years, 
a l though it c lear ly marks the eastern 
l i m i t o f the expansion o l shal low River 
Oaks through Ci lendower Cou r t and 
Me lan ie C o u r t . 

If F.I Jaral looks a l i t t le al ien in its con tex t , 
it is b( eausi ou r eyes an t ra ined to expect 

regional cu l tu re , makes a lot o f sense in a 
suburban con tex t , as Dav id R. W i l l i a ms 
and O ' N e i l l o r d argued in the 1920s 
and as Ford demonst ra ted many t imes in 
later decades. 

As things are deve lop ing, t h o u g h , Kl Jaral 
w i l l be l o o k i n g more exot ic in its con tex t , 
not less. Across Persa and up and d o w n 
su r round ing streets, develocrs have star t -
ed p i l i ng on the square footage, bu i l d i ng 

speculat ive apar tment uni ts (some a cou-
ple o f feet apart to avo id the expense of a 
f i rewa l l ) , in add i t i on t o zero- lo t - l ine 
Iv >uses w i t h l lie m e i si a red. m i \ i il up 
v isual themes of ten found in bui lder-sty le 
houses in the outer suburbs — ta l l , 
sp ind ly pediments set ha l fway i n t o a 
f ron t po rch , a melange o f semi-histor ic is i 
elevat ions and fenest rat ion, and over-
scaled corner " q u o i n s " of stucco. In 
terms o f sheer area, the arch i tectura l h igh 
s i \ le is losing g round to the bu i lder ver-
nacular in Melan ie C o n n and C lendower 
C o u r t . O n Westgate Dr i ve , the high-style 
houses fo rm their o w n con tex t , but they 
are isolated in their n e i g h b o r h o o d , just as 
El Jaral is. 

It may take an act three before every th ing 
gets sorted o u t , to see wh ich si ra in — 
high style or bu i lder style — is better 
adapted to the cu l t u ra l and economic 
forces at w o r k today , and to see i f 
Me lan ie C o u r t and G l cndower C o u r t 
expand River Oaks or begin t o regress 
back t o the mean , the t ra jectory o l most 
I lous ton ne ighborhoods . • 


