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This thesis presents an alternative approach to adaptive reuse that operates 
between historic preservation and complete renovation. Widespread 
appreciation of both ancient and modern ruins provides a starting point 
for converting what remains of an 80-year-old rice mill in Houston’s 
Fifth Ward into a hybrid urban farm and community center. 

Exploiting the as-found conditions shared by most architectural ruins, 
such as incompleteness, porosity, invasion by nature, ad hoc human 
intervention and a blurred interior/exterior relationship, can allow them a 
continued life while promoting their expansion into a functioning center 
for urban agriculture. Such qualities arguably give this site, and many 
others throughout the city where once-typical industrial structures have 
fallen into disrepair, value as unique community icons that resist the 
homogenizing forces of private development rapidly taking over inner-
city neighborhoods. Neither strictly preserving the remains as a relic nor 
reconstructing the as-found into a different building, new interventions 
instead blend harmoniously with the weathered material presence of the 
extant structure while adding functionality and accessibility. 
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Industrious Ruins present an alternative approach to adaptive reuse operating between historic preservation and complete 
renovation.  There is value to be found in the reactivation of defunct industrial structures, which are commonplace in 
US cities like Houston, through the use of certain interventions that enable new productive activities without detracting 
from the spectacular essence of the ruins themselves.

More specifically, inspiration from architectural ruins is a starting point for the conversion of an 80-year-old rice mill 
in Houston’s Fifth Ward (pictured above) into a hybrid commercial-scale urban farm and related community center.  
This largely dilapidated structure is already beloved by many but risks demolition if it can no longer be deemed safe 
and functional for further use.  Maintaining such a building is rare particularly in this city where any indication of a 
history beyond a few decades is rapidly replaced by new private development.

POSITION
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Architecture rarely starts with a completely blank slate since we are 
continuously altering the existing conditions of our urban environment.  
We essentially have 4 options when it comes to dealing with buildings 
that have outlived their intended use: 1) demolish them and start fresh, 
which is usually the attitude for those that have little historic significance 
or even noteworthy buildings (like Penn Station) deemed economically 
obsolete or beyond repair; 2) leave them in their abandoned state as 
“artifacts,” like most ancient ruins (such as the Roman city of Pompeii) 
that might reveal clues about past civilizations;  3) restore the original 
architectural intent by cleaning it up, which is happening at Chartres 
cathedral; or 4) reconfigure the structure for a new intended use, such 
as Herzog & de Meuron’s conversion of the Bankside Power Station 
into the Tate Modern.

ERASURE PRESERVATION RESTORATION RENOVATION
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PRESERVATION RENOVATION

This thesis proposes a convergence between romantic admiration for 
the structure’s historic presence (“preservation” of the ruin), and full 
renovation into a new completed building, because while old structures 
contribute to the cultural identity of our cities, faithful restoration 
artificially halts the progression of time and prevents a potential 
evolution into something continuously useful.  Furthermore,  the ruins 
of commonplace, unspectacular construction, which is generally what 
we are confronted with in Houston, are arguably more interesting after 
time and decay have taken their toll. This might be, as Rem Koolhaas 
stated in “Cronocaos” a few years ago, “how the ‘preserved’ could stay 
alive, and yet evolve,” indeed, “there are no ideas for preserving the 
mediocre, the generic.”1
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There is a long history of fascination with ruins amongst not only architects who see potential in the site or historians 
attempting to gain insight into previous cultures, but amongst writers, artists and explorers who might find beauty or 
mystique in their dilapidated state.

For example, the above image portrays artist Gordon Matta Clark’s Conical Intersect (1975), a spiral-shaped cut through 
derelict seventeenth-century Parisian buildings adjacent to the construction site of Centre Pompidou, which opened 
up the structures to light and air while questioning the roles of architecture and development in a constantly evolving 
metropolis.

LINEAGE

14 15



In the 18th and 19th centuries, romantic depictions of ruins put forward 
an aesthetic of decay that invoked both melancholy collapse and the 
picturesque sublime. Piranesi’s fantastical etchings of the remains of 
ancient Rome, which fill in some missing parts but show overgrowth and 
crumbling structures, influenced Romanticism as well as Neoclassical 
architecture. At the same time, this idea of an object outlasting a 
civilization was often translated into architectural follies meant to imitate 
the dilapidated remains of antiquity.

Etching of Ancient Rome by Giovanni Battista Piranesi, c. 1750
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The ruin gaze also predicted future catastrophe, with architect Sir John 
Soane commissioning the painter Joseph Gandy to portray his Bank of 
England as a future ruin in 1830, and French painter Hubert Robert 
painting the Louvre in a state of collapse which led Denis Diderot to 
write in 1767:

 “The ideas ruins evoke in me are grand. Everything comes to nothing, 
everything perishes, everything passes, only the world remains, only time
endures.”2

Joseph Gandy, Soane’s Bank of England as a Ruin, 1830

Hubert Robert, Imaginary view of the Gallery of the Louvre as a Ruin, 1796 
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As John Ruskin noted in The Lamp of Memory, “there is an actual beauty in 
the marks of [the progression of time],”3 and Le Corbusier’s early sketches 
indicate a fixation on ruins which in his book Vers une Architecture 4 is 
juxtaposed with praise for what he sees as pure geometric forms of 20th 
century industrial architecture, perhaps foreshadowing more current 
trends in art and ruin photography as well as urban exploration.

The Parthenon as pictured in Le Corbusier’s, Vers une Architecture, 1923 

Canadian grain stores as pictured in Le Corbusier’s, Vers une Architecture, 1923 
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The powerful presence of ruins transcends age, location and  typology, 
and sometimes they can become community icons.  Photographers Yves 
Marchand and Romain Meffre, for instance, have gained popularity for 
their artful representations of abandoned Detroit buildings and industrial 
sites around the world.  

Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre, Boiler Room, Rosario, Argentina, 2014
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How we might capitalize on such qualities of ruins going forward to bring them out of the realm of the observer, or 
photographer, and into functional use becomes the design technique for this architecture.  While it is true that ruins 
present a sort of distorted picturesque, beautiful as objects with a history but not quite nostalgic as they inherently 
conjure images of destruction or abandonment, we can avoid a passive treatment of the relic and instead take cues 
from their weathered state for new interventions. The above conditions of ruins lend themselves to a farming-related 
mixed-use program in that urban agriculture technologies can make use of existing vertical structures and surfaces 
(both interior and exterior) while leaving much of the ground plane free for densification or in the case of this project, 
public amenities.  These qualities, which are here used as design tools, are interrelated and directly result from the ruin’s 
abandoned, weathered state.

TECHNIQUES

1) incompleteness – invites future growth, and lends a certain primitiveness 
with the exposure of basic elements/essential materials when architectural 
finishes have worn away 

2) porosity – often results from erosion or loss of components and creates 
apertures where light, or the elements, or people can pass freely

3) overlap – a blurred interior/exterior relationship in which spaces are 
never fully either, as well as a layering of interventions over time

4) invasion by nature – vegetation overgrowth further blurs the boundaries 
between interior and exterior while softening the artificial

5) intrusion by people – ad hoc interventions resulting from abandonment, 
which invites participation and occupation, or an open scaffold of sorts

6) flexibility – the opportunity for many potential future uses 
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The site is located a few blocks north of Buffalo Bayou at 4601 Clinton Dr. in Houston’s Fifth Ward. North of this 
thoroughfare the neighborhood comprises primarily low income, single-family housing, while industrial facilities and 
many empty lots lie to the south.

SITE
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The Comet Rice mill was built in 1935 and comprised standard cast-
in-place concrete and steel structures supporting long spans that could 
contain machinery for storing and processing grain.  After the industry 
moved to the Houston Ship Channel the buildings were occupied by a 
lumber business that suffered a fire, so the damaged areas were partially 
demolished.  What remains is a semi-enclosed 35-ft. high, 30,000 sf 
concrete walled enclosure, two-thirds of which has no roof and which 
also has a nearly 100-ft. tower containing the old grain silos. To the 
north situated perpendicular to this structure sit eight steel warehouses 
totaling 75,000 sf that are relatively intact structurally but are quite 
weathered and are not climate controlled. The northernmost bay was 
a 3-story packing plant with much of the steel machinery left in place.  
Empty lots bookend the site to the north and south of the ruins, the 
northernmost of which has already been appropriated by the Last Organic 
Outpost, a small urban farm which further inspired a reimagining of the 
building itself into an extension of this program into a larger venture 
with a farther-reaching influence.
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Since the current owner acquired the property 17 years ago, it has 
been rented out for various social events and used as a film set for low 
budget shoots.  Local artists are allowed to transform the surfaces as 
they wish, which has resulted in a mosaic of graffiti art and scattered 
sculptural installations.  However, aside from these ad-hoc surface-level 
transformations no architectural interventions have taken place, and the 
site is only sporadically used for special events.

Furthermore, despite proximity to downtown Houston, this area has not 
yet been affected by gentrification and is considered a “food desert” due 
to the lack of commercial grocery stores.  Currently the existing organic 
farm sees little involvement from the immediate community, so the aim 
would be create a new locus of production that provides healthy food 
to local retailers, creates job opportunities within the neighborhood, 
and helps foster community engagement through educational programs 
and social spaces.  The ruined mill already serves as a visual icon for the 
neighborhood, but this project proposes to activate the site with new 
public amenities while maintaining much of the ruined conditions that 
keep the space intriguing and allow agricultural use to occur.  Maintaining 
these ruins would provide an ideal infrastructure for this program while 
continuing the site’s agro-industrial past.

Photographs of existing silo and warehouses by the author, Judith Boggess, 2015
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DESIGN

Much of the ruins are kept intact to accommodate hydroponic farming with the most drastic interventions providing 
circulation across the site.  A new public promenade connects the neighborhood and provides access to the two buildings.  
A new bridge traverses the railroad to connect the promenade with parking and a bus stop. A new water tower provides 
access to vertical farming in the existing silos and helps irrigate the site.
 
The warehouses are also filled with new public programs (such as the food hall and tropical greenhouse pictured above), 
offices and housing, while exterior concrete walls provide additional surfaces for vertical farming. Surrounding land 
accommodates commercial farming, composting, and community gardens.   In this way, the ruins persist as evidence 
of the neighborhood’s agro-industrial past, but also become a generator for new production and social activity that 
engages the immediate community as well as the city at large.
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STEEL STRUCTURE

CORRUGATED STEEL SIDING

STEEL SILOS

LOADING DOCK

LOADING DOCK

CONCRETE SILO
TOWER

CAST IN PLACE CONCRETE
STRUCTURE
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SIDING AND ROOF

EXISTING ROOF WITH STEEL 
STRUCTURE

ADDITION TO LOADING DOCK

NEW AUDITORIUM & 
MEZZANINE LEVEL

NEW STEEL BRIDGE

NEW CIRCULATION & 
WATER TOWER

NEW SILO FLOORS

FIRE STAIRS AND 
ELEVATOR

NEW GLAZED WALL & AWNING
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KITCHEN, STALLS AND 
SEATING AREA

NEW PERFORATED BRICK WALL

NEW HOUSING UNITS &
COVERED PARKING
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GREENHOUSE
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ADMINISTRATIVE
OFFICES

NEW MONUMENTAL STAIR

TRANSLUCENT ROOF WITH 
PV PANELS

APARTMENT SKYLIGHTS
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CORRUGATED STEEL ROOF
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View from apartment overlooking hydroponic greenhouse
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SECTION THROUGH SILO BUILDING



SECTION THROUGH WAREHOUSES



Ditch is covered to create public promenade and 
increase connectivity through neighborhood.
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New bridge traverses railroad to connect Clinton 
Drive with the Silo and public promenade.
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Existing loading dock remains as public art space and 
serves as seasonal marketplace.
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Enclosed silo bay becomes flexible gallery and 
auditorium with operable steel panels and seating.
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Warehouse bays accommodate hydroponic farming 
and multi-family housing.
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Former packing plant becomes administrative offices 
adjacent to hydroponic greenhouse.
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Increased porosity in silo walls allows filtered daylight 
to penetrate auditorium and classrooms.
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New auditorium
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Basswood model of converted mill and warehouses
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Final thesis presentation
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