RTKL Insights

On Urban & Residential Issues

Welcome to RTKL Insights on Urban & Residential Issues – a short newsletter written by RTKL International for senior members of the business, planning and development communities.

Each issue, we focus on one or more of the imperatives facing American cities and towns – and provide insight on best practices, trends and innovative thinking. This is our way of expanding the dialogue on issues relating to planning, neighborhoods, development and design.  

In this issue of Insights, we examine “the community of the future” – one that combines the walkability and manageability of a small town with the convenience and amenities of a city. 

LISTEN TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD

The Human Use of Urban Space in Dallas

Walkability is not the first characteristic that springs to mind in connection with Dallas, that Sunbelt city so emblematic of the automobile and the freewheeling energy industry that fuels it. But sprawling Dallas is home to a new mixed-use development that points the way toward the walkable urban lifestyle and workable urban center that, increasingly, Americans are seeking from their cities.

To Revive a Mockingbird

Most developers look at abandoned warehouses and see a plot for another strip mall and parking lot.  In 1997, Dallas developer Ken Hughes looked at a ten-acre lot containing an abandoned Southwestern Bell warehouse and a tired 1976–era Class B office tower, and saw a golden opportunity to bring something novel to Dallas—a dash of New Urbanism in the heartland.  

The key, as ever, was location—in this case the lot’s proximity to Dallas Area Rapid Transit’s (DART) Mockingbird Station.  Light rail in Dallas dates only from June 1996, so that the idea of a high-density mixed-use project centered around a mass transit facility must have seemed exotic.  Yet Hughes understood that if the transit connections worked, he could recycle the warehouse and the office building that were also on the lot.  

To realize his vision, he brought in RTKL Associates Inc.  RTKL immediately grasped the site’s potential for adaptive re-use.  It was already clear from cities like New York and Baltimore that industrial space could be successfully reconfigured for residential use.  But would loft living work without the dense support network provided by a traditional urban core?  

It could, if the services and amenities of the core could be replicated onsite.  That’s where the structures came in: an office building and warehouse providing the perfect foundation for a layered design, consisting of an underground parking garage, ground floor space suitable for shops, and offices and lofts above.  That’s where the Angelika Film Center came in, too.  The New York cinema, celebrated as the definitive venue for independent film, was looking to franchise itself, and complemented the Mockingbird project perfectly.  With its convenience to the DART station, its high density and its mixed-use character, Mockingbird offered the Angelika the best possible location and context to tap into a dormant indie film audience in Dallas.  And the Angelika offered Mockingbird just the sort of edgy urban sensibility Hughes and RTKL needed to appeal to their target group of hip young professionals and independent-minded older folks who’d grown tired of sprawl and wanted a single space in which to live, work and play.

With the Angelika and a Virgin Records Megastore as anchor tenants, retailers such as Victoria’s Secret, Urban Outfitters and Starbucks soon followed.  Mockingbird was able to sign up enough shops and restaurants to provide future tenants with everything one could hope to find on an ideal Main Street.

Residents Sing Mockingbird’s Praises

A new neighborhood was born.  RTKL built it, and tenants came.  According to DART officials, the office building is almost fully occupied.  The warehouse lofts are more than 60% leased.  Mockingbird Station has been called by developer Ken Hughes “a square block of New York excitement.”  
What makes it work?  Residents love the convenience of neighborhood living—having all their needs served in one conveniently accessible, village-like setting.  From their lofts in the warehouse, residents can walk to the bank and the grocery store.  They can pop in to Starbucks for a latte or the Angelika to see adventurous fare like Hedwig and the Angry Inch.  They can dine at restaurants as good as any in Dallas, without having to get into the car.  White Rock Lake is just a bike ride away, via the Katy trail that passes by the site.  It’s all within reach, in less than five minutes.

But convenience is not Mockingbird Station’s only asset. Its small size makes it easy to meet neighbors, and RTKL was careful to design manageable public spaces.  In fact, Mockingbird’s central plaza with fountain creates a town square and provides a public space where paths frequently cross—a Texan agora, facing away from the highway and toward the DART station.

In fact, nobody at Mockingbird Station is more than 750 feet away from the DART station.  Just a short walk away over a pedestrian bridge, it offers rapid public transportation to downtown Dallas, meaning that residents can easily get to work even if they don’t work onsite.  Soon, when DART’s line from downtown to the airport is up and running, travel connections will be easy too.  The result?  Mockingbird is as car-less a development as is possible in Dallas. It gives self-reliant individuals—both young and old—the sense of freedom that draws them to urban settings in the first place.

Walkable = Workable

The lesson of Mockingbird Station is that even developed cities like Dallas, designed for the convenience of cars rather than pedestrians, contain underutilized land (often on the outskirts of the city) in which pedestrian-scale urban communities can take root.  Traditional neighborhood developments—mixed-use sites built to human scale and connected by mass transit to the rest of the city—are not only convenient.  They create a sense of community in which concepts such as work/life balance and neighborhood come to life.  As a growing number of Americans realize that they want the walkability, entertainment and sense of neighborhood associated with urban communities, more Mockingbirds are sure to hatch.

The major design partners and developers on the Mockingbird project include:

RTKL – Design Architect for warehouse, lofts and film center; Design and Executive Architect for office building renovation and additions

Selzer and Associates, Dallas – Executive Architect for warehouse, lofts and film center

Simpson Housing – Development partner

UC Urban – Developer
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