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By ROBERT REINHOLD

To stand at the foot of South Boulevard in Houston is to look down what is perhaps 

the most magnificent residential street in America.

Staged rows of soaring live oaks form the vaulted arches of a great Gothic 

cathedral over a grassy esplanade, lined with imposing yet graceful mansions from 

the 1920's by such eminent architects of their day as John F. Staub and Birdsall P. 

Briscoe.

It is difficult, standing here, to realize that you are in Houston. To the outside 

world, Houston is Space City, a somewhat threatening vision of the 21st century, all 

glittery glass palaces and instant suburbs separated by roaring freeways. In fact, 

Houston is remarkable for its many lovely quiet neighborhoods, studded with live 

oaks and azaleas and unusual architecture, which have survived despite lack of 

zoning. Houston may be, after Los Angeles, the ultimate automobile city, rushing 

into the future on eight cylinders. But its past is alive and best seen on two feet.

These walking tours demonstrate that Houston is by no means as new and 

rootless as it may seem. ''People think of Houston as a brand new city, the city of 

astronauts,'' said William F. Stern, a young architect who has designed many of the 

city's newer homes. ''That's silly. This city had a major thrust of growth at the turn of 

the century and into the 20's, when the Ship Channel was built, when the oil industry 

was beginning. So these neighborhoods coincide with developing neighborhoods 

throughout the country. This was the beginning of American suburbia.''

The walks also give an intimate glimpse into the modern-day life and culture of 

Houston, a much-maligned city with a vibrant artistic and cultural life beneath its 

brassy exterior. None of the walks require any great physical stamina, but Houston is 

best visited during the spring and fall, when the weather is at its best, and avoided in 
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the sweltering summer months. Winter days can be mild and inviting, though. 

Museums Area

Start at the Museum of Fine Arts at Montrose Boulevard and Bissonnet Avenue. The 

museum itself, a major part of what makes Houston the leading regional cultural 

center, is worth a visit before or after the tour, as is its new sculpture garden by 

Isamu Noguchi, the New York sculptor, across the street, and its neighbor the 

Contemporary Arts Museum.

Walk down Montrose under a canopy of live oaks, past the triple Mecom 

Fountain in the traffic circle, and make a half right onto Main Boulevard. Then turn 

right through brick gates into Remington Lane, or, if the gates are closed, walk one 

more block and enter on Longfellow Lane. This is Shadyside, a 40-acre 

neighborhood developed in 1916 by Joseph Stephen Cullinan, who founded the 

Texas Company, now known as Texaco. On the right, behind a white wooden fence, 

is a vacant lot where Cullinan's house once stood. Until 1972 it was occupied by 

Oveta Culp Hobby, the Houston doyenne, who wanted to develop the property for 

commercial use in violation of the deed restrictions but was thwarted by her wealthy 

neighbors. In an act of spite, she pulled the house down, leaving her neighbors 

nothing but a weedy lot.

But avert your eyes from this unpleasantness and go to 9 Remington Lane. 

Widely regarded by architects as the finest house in Houston, it was designed in 1923 

by Harrie T. Lindeberg, a celebrated New York architect. It was a highly modern 

house in its day, drawing on the English cottage style, with a gabled roof of closely 

spaced shingles that suggest thatching, and trimmed in dark red.

Across the street, No. 10, is another Lindeberg house, a pinkish English 

Regency-style house once owned by William Stamps Farish, a founder of Humble Oil 

and Refining and later president and chairman of Standard Oil of New Jersey. A 

historical footnote: Howard Hughes was married here, to Farish's sister. Turn down 

Longfellow Lane past two houses by Briscoe, No. 6, in Jacobean style with 

considerable ornamental detail (1926), and No. 4, in Georgian style, as well as a 

Mediterranean villa (1920) at the end (2 Sunset Road) by William Ward Watkin, who 

came to oversee the construction of the Rice Institute, now Rice University.

In 1983, Shadyside residents bought back their streets from the city and closed 

off all entrances except the one you entered. Return then to Main. At this point, a 

detour into the Rice campus might be worthwhile. Its enclosed Romanesque main 



court, with its granite columnns, cloister-like loggias and elegant cedars is the 

picture of serenity. Otherwise, double back to the starting point at the museum.

Turn left on Bissonnet and wander down West 11th Place, a cul-de-sac that 

terminates at No. 7, a French Mediterranean-style pink stucco house with green trim 

designed by E. H. Stubee in 1922. Back out to Bissonnet and then down another cul-

de-sac, Waverly Court. The first house on the left, No. 2, is one of the first modern 

houses in the area, built for himself in 1952 by Sy Morris, a Houston architect whose 

firm participated in the design of many commercial buildings and the Astrodome.

Again out on Bissonnet and turn left into Shadowlawn Circle, a street that 

boasts such landmarks as No. 17, a Breton provincial-style house (1926) by Staub, 

restored by the late Howard F. Barnstone, a senior Houston architect, and No. 9, a 

low-slung modern structure in the style of Mies van der Rohe (1961) by Anderson 

Todd. Out again to Bissonnet. No. 1216, a brick English manor-style house that was 

the childhood home of James A. Baker 3d, the Secretary of the Treasury.

Now stroll up Parkway and into Broadacres, a neighborhood platted in 1923 by 

William Ward Watkin and entered into the National Register of Historic Places in 

1980. It is hard to believe as you walk on the brick paths under the great oaks of 

South and North Boulevards that nearby Shadyside as well as this area were once 

only prairie. ''When they were begun they were treeless suburbs,'' said Stephen Fox, 

an architectural historian and head of the Anchorage Foundation of Texas. ''They 

were planned from the beginning to be neighborhoods that endured. It was 

worthwhile planting trees even though they took 40 years to grow. Unlike other 

Houston neighborhoods, they survived and matured and are better places today than 

when built.''

The original deed restrictions barred Jews and blacks, but now the main barrier 

is money. Indeed, South Boulevard reeks of old money. There are three Staub 

houses, Nos. 1305, 1324 and 1400, all brick. Also note-worthy is No. 1506, a 

manorial house by Birdsall Briscoe (1927), which is partly hidden by walls and vines. 

Turn right onto West Boulevard and right into North Boulevard. Another Staub 

house at No. 1505, a Briscoe house at No. 1324 and a Watkin house at No. 1318 are 

additional highlights. The last named is done in Spanish Meditarranean style.

For a more detailed guide to this area, pick up ''Houston's Cradle of Culture and 

Environs: Three Architectural Walking Tours of the Museums Area.'' It was prepared 

by Mr. Fox for the Rice Design Alliance and is available for $4.95 at the two 
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museums, the Brazos Bookstore and Bookstop or from the Rice Design Alliance, Post 

Office Box 1892, Houston, Tex. 77251. The folks at the alliance, incidentally, are a 

font of information on Houston's architectural past and present. Call 713-527-4876.

Return now to the Museum of Fine Arts, whose two Mies additions are the 

German architect's only contributions to Texas. The museum's courtyard cafe is a 

serene place for refreshments. St. Thomas-Menil

Walk or drive up Montrose, toward downtown, to the corner of West Alabama 

Street. Also one of Houston's oldest neighborhoods, though now commercialized, the 

area has become the domain of Dominique de Menil, French-born heir to the fortune 

amassed by the Schlumberger oil-field services company and Houston's leading art 

patron and its liberal conscience.

With the opening in June of the Menil Collection at 1515 Sul Ross Street at the 

corner of Mandell Street, the area has become an international art center. The 

extensive collection of modern art is open free from 11 A.M. to 7 P.M. Wednesday to 

Sunday.

At the corner of Montrose and West Alabama is the J. W. Link house, built in 

1912 for Mr. Link by the developer of this part of town, now the administration 

building for the University of St. Thomas, a small Catholic school. It is an imposing 

structure of glazed brick and terra cotta. Turn right into Sul Ross Street and walk 

through the campus. Its main buildings dating from the 1950's were designed by 

Philip Johnson, the New York architect who has designed many Houston buildings. 

They are low and human in scale, expressed steel infilled with orange-brown St. 

Joseph brick. Black-painted covered walkways, a gesture to the climate, connect the 

buildings.

Leave the campus on Branard Street or Sul Ross and walk west. In the little park 

at Yupon Street is the Rothko Chapel, commissioned by Mrs. de Menil and designed 

in 1970 by Howard Barnstone and his former partner Eugene Aubry. Called an 

ecumenical chapel, it houses 14 huge paintings by Mark Rothko. In front is Barnet 

Newman's ''Broken Obelisk,'' a sculpture that honors the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. The surrounding neighborhood has almost completely been absorbed by 

Mrs. de Menil, who bought its cottage-style homes and had them painted a 

monochrome battleship gray so as not to detract from the museum. She also 

installed five outdoor sculptures by Tony Smith.



On the next block sits the Menil Collection, a steel structure with infill of 

horizonal gray cedar boards designed by Renzo Pino. Its scale is low and humble and 

it seems to fit nicely into the neighborhood. Mrs. de Menil has spared no expense, 

doting on every detail, particularly the lighting, controlled by white concrete baffles 

on the outside.

Return to the Link house to end the tour. While there, if time and energy 

permits, it is worth exploring the nearby Montrose area, which retains much of its 

old character despite the encroachment of sexually oriented businesses on Lower 

Westheimer Road. Courtland Place, Lovett Boulevard and Westmoreland Avenue are 

noteworthy. River Oaks

Though originally meant to be a middle-income suburb, River Oaks has become 

Houston's best known home for the oil-rich, or oil-poor as they may now be. 

Developed by two brothers, Will and Mike Hogg, in the 20's, it eventually eclipsed 

the older Shadyside and Broadacres in terms of prestige if not architectural 

distinction. Many houses in River Oaks reflect their bourgeois owners: expensive, 

conservative and banal in design. Still the area is remarkably pleasant, and there are 

many interesting houses. River Oaks is too large to explore on foot. Its denizens are 

notoriously suspicious of strangers and are apt to summon the police at the slightest 

provocation; stay well away from private property.

Enter River Oaks on Kirby Drive from Allen Parkway. The first right is Tiel Way, 

a horseshoe-shaped lane with a wooded feel. Among the highlights are five modern 

houses by McKie & Kamrath, Houston disciples of Frank Lloyd Wright, at Nos. 2, 8, 

48, 59 and 67. Back onto Kirby, turn left, then take the next right into Troon Road, a 

curving street with many pleasant homes, to Pine Valley Drive. At No. 2435 is a 

California-style house, with double porch (1936), by Roland E. Coate, a Los Angeles 

architect.

Turn right on Pine Valley, across Kirby and into Lazy Lane, the most expensive 

part of River Oaks. Landmarks include houses by Staub and Briscoe, including 

Bayou Bend, on 14 acres of formal gardens, once the home of Ima Hogg, sister of 

Will and Mike. She was an inveterate collector of American furniture and decorative 

arts, and since 1966 the house has been operated by the Museum of Fine Arts. The 

entrance is now on Westcott Street, off Memorial Drive. Hours: 10 A.M. to 2:45 P.M. 

Tuesday to Friday and 10 A.M. to 1:15 P.M on Saturday; entry fee $4.



Lazy Lane dead ends into Inwood Drive, with its numerous Staub and Briscoe 

houses. At No. 3456 there is a Spanish villa designed by Cram & Ferguson, who also 

designed the Rice campus. Left on Willowick Road and another left onto Del Monte 

Drive or Chevy Chase Drive takes you through the heart of River Oaks. For a 

complete guide to River Oaks, purchase ''River Oaks: Three Self-Guided Tours of its 

Architecture,'' prepared by the Anchorage Foundation for the Houston Chapter of 

the American Institute of Architects ($5 plus $1.50 for shipping and handling, from 

the institute, 20 Greenway Plaza, Suite 246, Houston, Tex., 77046.) Other Tours

Space does not permit a detailed description of them, but Houston has 

numerous other charming old neighborhoods, many filled with bungalow-type 

houses characteristic of this hot, humid climate. Woodland Heights, along Bayland 

and Euclid Streets, is appealing. Mayor Kathy Whitmire lives on Bayland. Among 

other neighborhoods are Idylwood, Riverside Terrace and West University Place. 

Ask the Rice Design Alliance for suggestions. BRIEF GUIDE TO 

ACCOMMODATIONS Where to Stay

Warwick (5701 South Main Street; 713-526-1991) is the nearest hotel to the 

walking-tour areas ($110 a night for two).

Other nearby hotels:

Wyndham Hotel Travis Center (6633 Travis Street; 713-524-6633), $95 for two 

on weekdays, $49 weekends.

Sheraton Houston Place Hotel (6800 South Main Street at the Texas Medical 

Center; 713-528-7791), $69 for two.

Holiday Inn Medical Center (6701 South Main Street; 713-797-1110), $70 for 

two. Where to Eat

Anthony's (4611 Montrose Boulevard; 713-524-1922). Fancy, but not over-priced 

Italian food. Entrees: $9.50 to $19.

Blue Moon (1010 Banks Street just off Montrose Boulevard facing Bell Park; 

713-523-3773). Pleasant eclectic fare, ranging from sandwiches to full meals. 

Entrees: $7 to $13.

Zimm's Wine Vault (4319 Montrose; 713-529-4600). Fish, oysters, pates and 

wines. Entrees: $3.75 to $8.50. The sidewalk cafe is open when weather permits.

Butera's Delicatessen (4621 Montrose; 713-523-0722). Cafeteria service; salads, 

soups, sandwiches, desserts. Sidewalk tables. About $5 to $6 a person.



Museum of Fine Arts Cafe (1001 Bissonnet Street at Main; 713-526-1361, 

Extension 246). Light snacks in museum courtyard. About $3 to $4 for sandwiches. 

Open from 10 A.M. to 4 P.M. Tuesday to Saturday, 12:15 to 4 P.M. on Sunday. R. R.

Robert Reinhold is chief of the Houston bureau of The New York Times.
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