THE OLDEST

‘NEW URBANIST®

IN DALLAS

Bill Densmore sees visions of his
childhood on Celumbia Avenue, and a new
generation hopes 1o make them areality
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on the happiness and prospecity of their
residents, He uses terms such as “walkable community™ and
“mixed-use” to describe his hopes for Old East Dallas,
Densmore, a retived Bryan Adams High School history teacher,
doesn't identify himselt s a new urbanist, but his befiefs fit squarcly
with the tenets of new urbanism and its approach to planning
and development: “IHuman-scaded” urban design with housing
and shopping in close praximity, and aceessible pobilic spaces.
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The movement found its footing in
the early '90s, when planners, architects
and the like began calling for a return to
the design principles that had character-
ized towns and cities tor centurics. New
urbanism has continued to gain ground
siney then, often appealing te millennials
who may have grown up in the suburbs
and now are attmeted to city centers

Densmore can empathize with this
attraction but for a completely dilferent
reascn — be actually lived in the bygone
era to which these young folks Jong to
relurn.,

Munger Boulevard in the 19405 mor-
phed almost daily into a football field tor
Densmore and his friends. They called
themselves the Munger Mongrels, one of
several neighborhoad pick-up teams in
the era of sandlots and five-and-dimes,

Automaobiles badn't yet replaced
streetears, 30 Munger Boulevard’s broad
median strip, which Densmore refers to

“There’'s a very big
difference between
being supportive and
putting limited resources
toward a project.”

as an "esplanade.” vemained vnmarred
by the traffic demands of later decades.
[t was still a two-lane road and looked
much like Swiss Avenue, but unlike
Swiss™ tree canopy, which cuts through
the center of the boulevard, Mangers tree
canopy outlined the esplanade, giving
Densmore and his friends ample space
to run plays,

Tf they ever tired of foatball, they coulkd
catch the strectear on Columbia Avenue
and ride it all the way to Southern Meth-
adist University to shoot hoops. Colum-
bia was then the hub of neighborhood
activity and commerce, says Densmons,
now B4 and living in Lakewoad Trails,

Evervthing in his universe was acces-
sible by either foot or streetear, and it
knit together the neighborkood in ways
he felt but couldn’t yet put into words

By the 19505, busses and automobiles
had grown popular enough to render
streetcars outmoded, In 1954, the Dallas
City Council ordered the Dallas Transit
Company to dispose of all strectears with-
in twa years, The streetears ean their final
route in January 1956 and the system
was dismantled.

“Tt was 4 horror when they did that”
Densmore says, “At the time I didn't
know. T was a teenager and all T wanted
WAS A car”

Two decades Jater, Dallas’ new thor-
anghfare plans called for a six-lane road
that would snake through Old East
Dallas’ historic but dilapidated neigh-
barhoods, tonnecting Abrams Road to
Calumbia Avenue and curving down to
Main Steeet. The goal was to move cars
Downtown as efliciently as possible.

In Densmore’s view, it was the nail in
the coflin of Columbia'’s heyday as “the
Agora of Munger Place,” when pedestri-
ans easily traversed the street to cateh a
flick al the Rita Theater. enjoy a malt at
one of the seda fountains or jump on the
streetcar to head Downtown for work or
Uptown for fumn.

He's not alone in this view. A moves
ment is afool to give Columbia Avenue
a “road diet,” shrinking it from six lanes
o four and repurposing the space for
pedestrians and cyclists.

“Becanse ol its six oversized lanes and
the: Targe distances between pedestrian
crossings, this road has been a souree of
division tn the neighborhood ever sinee it
wiars constroeted,” the Changeorg patition
states. “The people on either side of this
road were once close neighbors but can
no lenger veach the fteads, services or
parks on the other side without signifi-
cant difficulty”

The petition gained enough steam
that the reughly 58 million Columbia
Avenue project was included in city statt
recommendations for the proposed $1
billion-plus bond, slated tor Novembers
clection. City councilmembiers have sinoe
been given more purview over their own
districts’ projects, howewer, so “it's kind
af in their hands now,” says Nathaniel
Rarrett, the Munger Place resident who
wrote the petition.

Both District 2 and District 14 counal-
men Adiam Madeano and Philip Kingston
have indicated their support of the Co-
Jumbsia Avenue project, but "there’s a very
big difference between being supportive
and putting limited resources toward a
project.” Barvett says,

Still, he's optimistic that Columbia
Avenue will make it through the grind-
er once Council finalizes the bond later
this month. First of all, Barrett sayvs, “its
cheap,” requiring mencdy “plastic, paint and
planters to go from a big nasty seven-lane
roadd [ with turn Lane | to one a lot smalles”
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Traffic projections indicate that just
three lanes could accommodate the
vehicles traveling between Lakewood
and Downtown, he says. Outside lanes
conld be converted to bicyele lanes with
wide sidewalks and on-street parking,
or even bus-only lanes, utilized in other
vities but not yet in Dallas. Such a “rond
diet” would foree cars to travel at *more
reasonable speeds” Barrett says, and
pave the way for more Main Street-type
development along Columbia,

“Main Street connects divectly into
Columbia,” Barrett notes of the thor-
oughfare’s design, "[Vs an opportunity
waiting to hagpen.”

News of the petition and potential
changes on the avenue gave Densimone
renewed hope for the neighborhood he
knew and loved.

“It can’t be what it was, Nothing ever
comes back,” Densmore says, but be adds
that such redevelopment “would likely
canse Munger Place to again find Co-
lumbia to be a vibrant retail area for the

neighborhood. ... This would certainly

“They wanted to have
fun. They wanted to
marry the girl next door
and live on Main Street
in a little town.”

help to bring back something of a walk-
able community.”

Densmore’s family moved to Munger
Place in 1938, nearly three decades after
the neighborhood was developed, After
the Great Depression, it wasn't the up-
seale haven it had been in the early days
but was still i nice place to live, be suys.

The death of the stroctear, hastened
by technological advances that made
automobiles and bosses less expensive
and more readily available, wasn't the
only turning point for the neighborhooed.

Belore and dunng Word War 11, mov-
ie theaters were cool bastions of respite
where peaple gathered to watch the -
est flick or, during the war, newsreels
of the fight overseas. By the late 40z,
Densmore recalls, television sets began
to dominate neighborhood living rooms,
making the communal experience of
theaters cbsolete.

Almast simultaneously, soldiers who
had returned home from the war were
ready to settle down, but not necessarily
in urban areas.

“Those poor guys had lived through
the Depression and the war” Densmore
says, “They wanted to have fun. They
wanted to marry the girl next door and
live on Main Street in a little town, so
they moved to Garland and to Richard-
son and thase little towns all around.”

The smaller towns had smaller homes,
which were more affordalble to the young
war veterans and easier to elean and
cool. So streetear lines were replaced by
parking lots, movie theaters by TVs and
urbin proximity by suburban amenities,
“and that lefi the big homes there falling
apart,” Densmore says of Munger Place
and the surrounding historic neighbor-
heods,

The Munger Mongrels were too young
to fight in WWII, but several of them,
including Densmore, fought in the Ko-
rean War. When he returned home in
the mic-"50%, Densmore didn’t recognize
what he saw.

“I thought, “Sumething’s wrong with
this country, ™ he recalls. *T just didn't
know what was wrong. 1t took me a whilke
to find it”

Whatt was wrong. he much Inter re-
alized, was the loss of community. The
ample boulevands builtin the early 201th
century gave him and his fviends space
o gather and play, and the Frank Lioyd
Wright-inspired praicie-style homes with
their wraparound porches offeved a cool
place nearby to sit and talk afterward,

They walked everywhere, Two gro-
cery stoves and an icehouse were with-
in walking distance, which was crucial
since refrigerators woren't yet commaon,
Buckner Park was within four blocks for
occasional football games with opposing
neighborhood sandlot teams, the Trem-
ant Kids, the Alley Cats and the Owls.
If something was too far to walk, they
jumped on the streetear at Columbia and
Collett, which wis the hub of neighbors-
head activity.

“We got wgether, and the whole group
stiyved together, becanse of geographical
and architectural determinism,” Dens-
MOEE Svs.

Dallas has disregarded its own mrban
fabric for decades, he believes, but he sees
the tide beginning to turn. At one point,
he thought the house he grew up in on
Tremont was destined to be demolished
for apartments, uniil the urban pioneers of
Swiss Avenue successfully campaigned for
residential historie districts in the 1970s,

“I heard a guy was fixing it up, and
T went over and helped him work,” he
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says of his family home, then laughs,
“I'm sure I got in his way”

At the time, he thought Munger Place
might evolve into an artist community.
The fact that the front porch neighbor-
hoaods that brought together him and
his friends in the 40s are sought-after
plices 1o live today is nothing short of
astonnding e Densmore.

Tt was mnsic to his ears to hear Dallas
Mayor Mike Rawlings recently call foe
“eMicient and flexible public transpor-
tation” and for corvecting “some of the
injustices” of the past cansed by the con-
struction of highways and demolitions
of neighborhoods, as noted ina June 15,
2017 Dallas Moming News story. News
of the petition for a Columbia Avenue
makeover sent Densmone over the mooo,

“They need this, They need a good
street. Thew dan’t have it,” Densmaone says.
“When 1 was a kid, Columbia Avenue
was the place vou went for everything”

Barrett agrees wholeheartedly. The
Main Street-style structures that once
fronted Columbia mostly have disap-
peared. with the avenue now fronted by

more parking lots than shops,

“It's not that it's boarded up shop fronts
and hotels” Barrett sys, but Columbia ne
longer has the elements of connectedness
that unite neighborhoads. What it does
lave, he believes, is gead bones — “qual-
ities that are timeless and will withstand
e test of time, with a little bit of love.”

A streetear is not enrrently part of

“They need this. They
need a good street.
They don’t have it.”

Barrvett’s vision, for one glaringly obvi-
ous reason — cost, But “what [ would
love is for this project to get underway
and the city would take another look at
Columbin Avenue,” he says, The city, in
prior planning efforts, came up with code
for “complete streets” and “form-based
zoming” that conld translate into exactly
the type of Columbin Avenue that he and
Densmore envision.

“I wonld like the aty to use some of

these tools it alveady has” Barrett says,

If it happens, Densmore may not
be around to see it. Most of his fellow
Mongrels already have passedd on, But
that deesn’t quell Densmaore’s passion
for people in his fermer neighborhood
to experiency the same connection and
quality of' life that he did.

His ideal is the left bank in Paris, a
place he visited several times during the
37 years he taught European history
al Bryan Adams. Densmore fell in lave
with Paris' small shops and caflés with
tables that oflen spilled out oato the wide
sidewalks with teees. People vesided in
apartments on top of the buzinesses they
frequented and parking lots were tucked
away from view — a walkable community
that reminded him of Munger Place,

“T'd love to see Columbia be like that,”
he says. “Dallas will never be Paris, but
it'we had a little more of that, it wonld
be helpful”

“It wonld be tongh to do it, and it
would enst a lat, and it may be too much
o o Densmore reasons. “But it’s worth
il to be that type of prople, T think” &
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LEFT SMU LISRARY ASCHVES

PAST & PRESENT

URSULINE’'S GOTHIC EAST DALLAS PAST

With its intricate peaks and filigree, the original Ursuline
Academy looked like something out of Hogwarts and the
land of Harry Potter. Construction began in 1882 and noted
Galveston architect Nicholas J. Clayton was tapped to bring
his ornate gothic style to the newly acquired land in Old
East Dallas on St. Joscph at Live Oak. Tt took more than

15 years to complete the expansive design, which served

as both a convent and school. In the 19405, Ursuline made

plans to relocate to Preston Hollow, and the land was put up
for sale. Beard & Stone Electric Company paid $500,000 for
itin 1949, and the demolition team was called in. According
to & 1949 Dallas Moming News article, “A workman applicd
& crowbar to a high window casing of the old convent and
remarked: ‘T sure hate to wreck this one, It's like disposing
of an old friend.” ” Today, most of the land is filled by a
parking lot,




